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ABSTRACT
This study explores the cultural conflicts experienced by Chinese international
students in the University of Windsor. By interviewing fifteen Chinese international
graduate students from different departments, this ethnographic study examines the
cultural conflicts Chinese international graduate students confronted within their
Canadian university experience. It was found that cultural conflicts play an important
role for Chinese international students, both positive and negative, in achieving
academic success.
This study also discusses the communicative and interactive strategies Chinese
international students use to adapt to a Canadian university. It also provides an insight
into valuable strategies and potential support Chinese students need.
The findings from this study suggest that educators should raise more awareness
of the cultural differences in their classrooms and use appropriate multicultural
teaching approaches to give Chinese students sufficient help and appropriate cultural
space for them to adapt to the new culture. It calls on educators to build a more just and
fair learning environment to make the Canadian university a better place for all
students to learn and live.
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CHAPTER I
INTRODUCTION

Background Statement
As a new international Chinese graduate student in a Canadian university, I
experienced a number of difficulties adjusting to my classes when I first came to Canada.
Firstly, I found it was very difficult for me to speak out in front o f many first language
English speakers, especially when I was not clear what professors expected me to say or
when there was no literal translation into Chinese for certain abstract concepts. Thus, it
was difficult for me to express my points o f view. I was frustrated with the expressions of
confusion that my Canadian classmates showed when they could not understand me. For
example, at the very beginning, I had no idea what a classroom presentation was like,
because Chinese students had seldom been required to do this in China. Secondly, I was so
disappointed with my low final grades, always with notes on it saying that my
participation was not enough when I thought I was so devoted in listening in each class. In
China, the “first rule” in the classroom is to listen to teachers. I could not engage m yself
into the discussion often because I was still accustomed to viewing knowledge as
something to be transmitted and not something to be commented on. In addition, since
English is my second language, it costs me much time to understand certain words and
concepts as well as to keep up with classes.
At that point I wondered why this happened and I asked m yself how it happened? Did
other Chinese students have the same experiences as I did? How different were their
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expectations from their experiences? Were there any strategies that could help to address
this issue?
I became curious about the cultural gap between the two cultures: Chinese culture and
Canadian culture, and “the cultural mismatch” between Canadian teachers and Chinese
students (Martin, 1995) because o f my own experience as a Chinese international student
in Canada. According to my experience, Chinese professors mostly asked questions, for
which there were fixed answers based on course content with little or nothing to do with
students’ personal opinions, while Canadian professors asked questions like, “What do
you think?” . . .Or “According to your own experience?”, which meant the answers were
open and personal. The Chinese students were not used to this kind o f instruction and
professor-student interaction. They became confused and did not know what to answer
since the answer was interpretive and personal. They felt very uncomfortable and unsure
about answering questions in class.
Addressing problems Chinese students experienced in Canadian classroom is an
on-going process that requires an analysis o f the perception and interaction o f students in
class. Good communication and proper interaction play a significant role in the
teaching/learning process, which needs attention from students as well as professors.
What kinds o f strategies and support are valuable for the Chinese students’ learning? What
type o f communication and interaction are useful to the Chinese students? How do they
functions in this process? What can we learn from this process? I intend to explore these
questions through this study.
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Purpose o f the Study
The purpose o f this study is to examine the cultural conflicts experienced by the
international Chinese graduate students in a Canadian university. By examining the
experiences o f a group o f international Chinese graduate students, I seek to identify the
cultural conflicts occurring in their classes, to explore how it affects learning and to find
out some effective ways to bridge the cultural gap between Chinese graduate students and
their Canadian classrooms. I also hope to help Canadian instructors identify ways that will
better meet the needs o f their Chinese graduate students. I intend through this research to
highlight the important but often-neglected cultural factors and educational strategies used
by Chinese graduate students to adjust and cope in their classes that will be beneficial to
Canadian instructors. I will explore some o f the ways Canadian instructors could create a
classroom context or cushioning mechanism more suitable to the newly arrived Chinese
graduate students by blending some o f what they are accustomed to with some o f the
Western ways o f learning. I will also explore other ways o f supporting Chinese or second
language learners in the interest o f making the university classes more accessible to them.

Significance o f the Study
This study is important because the challenges o f addressing cultural conflicts are of
concern to universities. The cultural mismatch between instructors and students can
greatly influence the educational efficiency o f the institution. This study draws attention
to our responses to tensions between equity education and the reality o f educational
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inequality, the necessity for a concerted effort to eliminate educational inequality, and the
obstacles in doing so (Levine-Rasky, 2001). It can be argued that it is the obligation of the
education system to familiarize students with Canadian democratic life (Minichiello,
2001 ).

This study will help to raise the awareness o f cultural issues in Canadian
post-secondary educational settings. Universities, professors and international Chinese
graduate students can benefit from it. International Chinese graduate students could get to
know the problems that may potentially cause tension and discomfort in their classes.
They could learn through this study how to adjust themselves and overcome difficulties to
make both their academic life and social life enjoyable and productive. Canadian
professors could better serve their students, and improve their teaching efficiency and
students’ academic achievement. This study also provides instructors, policy makers and
administrators with an insight into educational equity and helps facilitate a more equitable
learning environment for all students in Canada.
To summarize, learning is a socially mediated process and teacher-student interactions
can enable learning. When students enter a new culture, they are faced with several
challenges in adapting and adjusting. This study will help to provide new insight into the
socio-cultural area that Chinese graduate students bring with them the cultural morals and
patterns of; for example, “good behavior” learned in their own culture and tend to apply
those expectations to their new situation. Both instructors and students could benefit from
an examination of international students’ experiences in their Canadian classrooms.
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Research Questions
In order to better understand the difficulties international Chinese graduate students
encountered in their adaptation and adjustment in their Canadian universities, I intend to
explore the following questions:
1. What is the nature o f cultural conflicts experienced by international Chinese graduate
students?
2. How do international Chinese graduate students negotiate their Canadian university
experiences?
3. What are the implications for professors teaching and students learning?

Definition o f the Terms
Acculturation refers to the changes in values and behaviors that individuals make as
they gradually adopt the cultural norms o f the dominant society (Graves, 1967).
Culture is a dynamic and complex set o f values, beliefs, norms, and patterns of
thinking, styles o f communication, linguistic expressions and the ways o f interpreting and
interacting with the world (James, 1995).
Cultural Conflict is defined as tensions and clashes caused by changes within culture,
such as expectations, behaviors, values, due to various reasons (James, 1995).
Perception is an interpretation or impression based on one’s understanding of
something (Brown, 2000).
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Target culture refers to the culture that the learner is attempting to adapt to (Brown,
2000 ).
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CHAPTER II
LITERATURE REVIEW
Influenced by the new immigration trend and China’s open and reform policy, there
are more and more Chinese people immigrating into Canada to study or to work.
According to the 2004 national survey, Chinese have become the third largest ethnic
population in Canada after British and French people (Statistics Canada, 2001). In the
Greater Windsor area, the rough statistics showed that there were more than 9,000
Chinese living in this area. The International Students Office (ISC) o f the University of
Windsor did a survey in 2004 and there were 286 international Chinese students excluding
students with Canadian immigrant status. With increasing numbers o f Chinese students
entering the University o f Windsor, there are likely to be more cultural conflicts, which
will arise within the educational community because they bring their own cultural
understanding o f teaching and learning that might be different from that practiced by the
University o f Windsor.
During the 1990s, several studies focused on the topic o f students’ adjustment to a new
culture and a new school with a different educational setting (Bolton, 1993; Gougeon &
Hutton, 1992; Mansfield, 1995; Popadiuk, 1998; Shaw, Michalles, Chen, Minamin, &
Sing, 1994; Wang, 1990). Minichiello did a study examining students’ experiences in
2001 and found that large numbers o f Chinese students enabled them to reproduce their
home community in Canada. Consequently, these students chose behaviors (consciously
and unconsciously) that hindered their adjustment and adaptation (Minichiello, 2001).

R eproduced with perm ission of the copyright owner. Further reproduction prohibited without permission.

That is, these students experienced both intergenerational and cross-cultural conflict when
coping with a new culture in a new educational environment while maintaining their home
culture (Minichiello, 2001). For example, many countries’ (like China) educational
systems emphasize rote memorization rather than skill development and problem solving;
self-expression may be actively discouraged. This type o f cultural mismatch can have
negative consequences for students.
The following section will discuss some key cultural issues in the current Canadian
educational settings. First, I will briefly review the definition o f culture and examine
cultural conflicts and some of the issues in a multicultural context o f Canadian
universities; Second, I will discuss some o f the causes o f cultural conflicts. In this section,
differences between Canadian culture and Chinese culture, and the differences between
Canadian education and Chinese education —the different educational philosophies,
different teaching approaches and pedagogies used by instructors, and different learning
styles and strategies applied by students —will be examined. Third, I will explore specific
issues in the area o f international Chinese students’ adaptation and adjustment to cultural
conflicts in studying at a Canadian university.

Culture and Cultural Conflicts
Definition o f Culture
Early researchers (Brook, 1968; Geertz, 1986,) tried to divide culture into different
aspects in order to have a complete and thorough understanding o f culture. For example,
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Brooks (1968) defined culture as an interrelated configuration o f historical, habitant and
emerging practices. He noted that the archaic culture carried the historical traditions
which had a conventional value; the residual culture signified the current, still functioning,
live patterns of behaviors; the emerging culture foretold new ways o f being/thinking in a
culture which were evidenced for instance in the use o f new forms o f expressions.
Geertz (1986) also outlined four different conceptual categories to study cultural
norms: “individualism & collectivism; power distance; uncertainty avoidance;
masculinity & femininity”. These classifications in a sense might benefit our attempt of
understanding culture because they provided us a comprehensive view o f culture as well
as focused on important components o f culture, such as beliefs, power and identity.
From 1990, some researchers (Jayasuriya, 1990; James, 1995) began to study culture
as one complex entity. For instance, Jayasuriya (1990) suggested thinking o f culture only
as a general picture for practices and behaviors that individuals select and not necessarily
representative o f a historical cultural convention in its abstract form. This understanding
suggested that understanding the nature o f culture is not easy and that researchers should
analyze each individual’s behavior objectively so as to not generalize individual cases into
theories.
James (1995) asserted, “Culture is a social structure. Culture is a dynamic and
complex set o f values, beliefs, norms, patterns o f thinking, styles o f communication,
linguistic expressions and ways o f interpreting and interacting with the world (p. 1-2).”
Many recent researchers (Ellsworth, 1997; Croret & Liddicoat, 1999) started to study
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the relations between culture and society. They paid more attention to how culture
functioned in society and how it worked in people’ lives. As Ellsworth (1997) noted that
culture plays such an essential role in constructing people’s beliefs, identities and dreams,
and attitudes that culturally prescribed interpretative frameworks are developed.
According to Croret and Liddicoat (1999), culture at a macro-level, is “akin to shared
established knowledge/patterns o f interaction between people within a given society” (p.
131). At a micro-level, culture is such a broad concept that it seems to cover all aspects in
human life. The clothes we wear, the food we eat, the tools we use, the way we think, and
the ways in which we act could all be categorized as culture.
There is also other research focusing on the characteristics o f culture. Atkinson (1999)
articulated two rather contradictory views o f culture: one was the traditional
commonsense view that saw culture as “unchanging and homogeneous aspects of
bounded geographical and national entities” (p. 626); and the other was a postmodern
perspective in which the terms like identity, resistance, and essentialism were discussed to
illustrate the divergent nature o f culture. Within Atkinson’s postmodern view o f culture,
identity is viewed as something shaped by various factors such as gender and class.
Atkinson defined culture in a fairly eclectic and balanced way emphasizing not only
stability, continuity, and homogeneity o f the traditional view but also heterogeneity,
fragmentation, power, and difference embodied in the new critical agenda. In other words,
culture is stable but changing forever slowly.
It is crucial to note that culture cannot be fully understood if taken out o f society.
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Culture is like the soul o f the society and society is the body o f the culture. Culture is not a
given body o f knowledge, but it is constructed in the everyday practices o f groups and
individuals (Bateman, 2002). Culture cannot be separated from society, and no society
exists without culture.
M y study was more interested in culture in an educational setting and how culture
influenced students and teachers. Tseng (2002) stated if culture was viewed as a process of
transaction, then students needed opportunities to generate meaning in transaction in order
to acquire changes in one’s original culture, since culture acquisition relies not only on
gaining new knowledge, but on the process o f negotiating meanings between the old
knowledge and the new knowledge. In other words, students have to negotiate meanings
with newly acquired culture.
We can see the changing nature o f culture from those definitions and understandings:
cultures can be different and can be changed with the change o f time, location and context.
When people from different cultures meet, their different behaviors, expectations and
beliefs clash and cultural conflicts occur. It is the changing feature o f cultural practices
and beliefs that makes cultural conflicts possible (Atkinson, 1999; Bateman, 2002; James,
1995).

Cultural Conflicts
Decades ago, researchers (Spindler, 1987; Burnaby & Sun, 1989) noticed the
socio-cultural problem hampering students studying in foreign countries in achieving
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academic success. Spindler (1987) referred to this phenomenon variously as “cultural
incompatibilities”, “cultural discontinuities”, and “cultural mismatches”. Cultural
incompatibility leads to cultural conflicts. Bumaby and Sun (1989) pointed out that
international students had trouble in getting to know appropriate cultural context in the
new educational system. With the increasing number o f international students, the issue of
cultural conflicts received more and more attention from educators. Gay (1993) claimed,
“One o f the most compelling features o f current school demographics is the growing
socio-cultural gap between teachers and students (p. 285)” .
Gay (1993) also articulated, “Some o f the most crucial cultural discontinuities in
classrooms occur in the areas o f cultural values, patterns o f communication and cognitive
processing, task performance or work habits, self-presentation styles, and approaches to
problem solving” (p. 289).
The conflicts between cultures may influence teaching and learning. Gay argued that
because teachers did not have any references and understanding o f their culturally
different students since they live in different cultures, these socio-cultural factors could
become inaccessible obstacles to effective teaching and learning.
James (1995) defined cultural conflict as tensions and clashes caused by changes
within culture due to various reasons, such as discontinuities between norms, values,
expectations and behaviors. There are many other factors that cause cultural conflicts.
Some researchers believed the unidentified differences between different cultures shared
by teachers and students could cause cultural conflicts to occur in the classroom
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(Trumbull, Greenfield, Quiroz, & Rothstein-Fisch, 1996). Li (1998) similarly reasoned
out the causes of conflicts as cultural differences including values customs and
communication styles. Fie noted that cultural conflicts between teachers and students,
such as disagreement and opposition became inevitable when social norms, to which role
identities and role expectations are anchored, were violated. Minichiello (2001) also
found international students experienced cultural conflicts when dealing with a new
culture in a new educational environment.
Alfred (2003) explored further that the term “cultural” has often been associated with
the term “social”, as when one talks about the “social-cultural” factors affecting teaching
and learning. It is the change from social to cultural or movement between social and
cultural surroundings that problemizes teaching and learning; for example, when Chinese
student move to the “West” to further their studies, their cultural and social surroundings
are changed and they have to change their identity accordingly. These changes can bring
trouble in teaching and learning.
International students often experience difficulties in the process o f adaptation to the
target culture in many areas. Their language incompetence causes problems including
loneliness, and difficulty establishing friendships (Kim, 2003). Students try to maintain
their own culture as well as adapt to the new culture. However, it is difficult to integrate
and negotiate between target cultures (the new cultures) and indigenous cultures (home
cultures) (Kim, 2003).
Eisenchlas & Trevaskes (2003) identified these difficulties as insufficient
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understanding o f the system rather than their academic capacities per se. Cultural conflict
is “likely to occur when teachers and students come from different cultural backgrounds”
(Weinstein, Tomlinson-Clarke & Curran, 2004, p. 25).
In order to help new immigrant or international students and enhance the
understanding o f the issues, educational researchers need to know what exactly made
students’ adaptation and adjustment difficult. They also need to know factors that cause
insufficient understanding of the system. In other words, researchers need to know the
causes o f cultural conflicts.

Components of Cultural Conflicts
In order to find out some o f the causes o f cultural conflicts experienced by
international Chinese students studying in Canada, I explore the differences between
China and Canada in terms o f social and linguistic differences between the countries and
their different educational philosophies, different teaching and learning styles.
Social and linguistic difference between Canada and China
Oh, East is East, and West is West, and never the twain shall meet,
Till Earth and Sky stand presently at God's great Judgment Seat;
But there is neither East nor West, Border, nor Breed, nor Birth,
When two strong men stand face to face,
tho' they come from the ends o f the earth! (Kipling, 1891)
Kipling’s poem describes how Eastern culture and Western culture are different from
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each other. It is easy to understand the tensions and conflicts occurring when people move
from one culture to another and how our perceptions might further complicate our ideas of
another culture.
Lazaraton’s (2003) discussed cultural knowledge in the Nonnative-English-Speaking
Teacher’s (NEST) classroom, and also touched upon this area when native
English-speaking teachers teach Non-English-Speaking Students (NESS). She found that
there is an obvious cultural gap between NNEST and NESS in the primary school, thus
causing significant misunderstanding and cultural conflicts. She also pointed out that a
native English-speaking teacher unconsciously highlights many aspects o f English culture
with which s/he is familiar (2003). Other studies have found that cultural conflicts exist at
all levels including the postsecondary level education as well (Alfred, 2003; Li, 1998;
Zaid, 1999).
The considerable linguistic and conceptual distance between Canadian culture and
Chinese culture are the most significant factors causing cultural conflicts (Tseng, 2002).
These differences or social distance bring a number o f challenges to Chinese students and
cause some miscommunication. Chang (2002) identified in her research some reasons and
differences causing miscommunication between the two cultures:
(1) Phonemic and phonological differences between two languages; (2) problems
cause by syntax, lexical and morphological differences between two languages; (3)
different concept about compliment; (4) different communication rules to make a
request (indirectness vs. directness) ;(5) different ways to accept offers; (6) different
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interaction with people (modesty and humility) (p. 187).
In terms o f the linguistic aspect, Canadian English language and Chinese languages
have different phonemic, phonological, syntactic, lexical and morphological systems. For
instance, Mandarin does not even have some phonemes in the Mandarin phonetic system.
In translation to English, it is difficult to distinguish the words between eat and it, heal and
hill, or kite and cat, or sip as ship, sin from sing, or rate from late. Chinese languages have
no stress in the words because they are monosyllabic. There are intonations in each
Chinese word. In Chinese languages, the same pronunciation with different intonation
may be a totally different word and have a different meaning. These differences may
challenge Chinese students’ speaking.
On the syntactic, lexical and morphological aspects, Chinese languages do not have
tense change as does English. Moreover, Chinese languages are expressed differently
when responding to negative questions. For example: in Mandarin, one would say, “Yes I
did not do i t ”; while in English, people usually say, “No I did not do i t ”. It may cause
serious misunderstandings in some translation in circumstances.
As a result, these differences can cause difficulties for Chinese students in English
institution classrooms. But the conflicts caused by conceptual differences are even more
salient. For instance, Chinese culture defines the individual as the extension o f a family
unit and a maintainer to family social and economic unit. The Chinese individual has the
central norms to be harmonious with nature, is expected to put family interest prior to the
individual, and to exercise self-discipline and self-realization. Chinese culture favors
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lineal ties, while Western culture tends to be individualistic and emphasizes on practicing,
achieving and succeeding (Chan, & Leong, 1994). Attitudes toward silence are different
as well (Chang, 2002). An old Chinese saying goes like this: a fu ll bottle is always silent,
while only a half-full one will make noise. This saying tells o f a Chinese philosophy that
knowledgeable people with high moral virtue do not show off, and only people who have
not received much education talk a lot and show off themselves. Humility and silence
about one’s achievements are valued in the Chinese Culture.
China and Canada have entirely different social order and hierarchy and share
different belief systems. For instance, Chinese culture is influenced by Confucianism and
stresses the “virtues o f filial piety, social order, benevolence, education, justice and
fidelity” (Chan, & Leong, 1994, p. 269). Western cultures like Canada are influenced by
Christianity, which encourage people to believe in God the Omnipotent creator and Father
o f all humanity (Chan, & Leong, 1994).
On the conceptual aspects, Chinese cultural and psychological factors are, to a large
scale, derived from Confucian philosophy. According to Confucian tenets, society is
ordered in a hierarchical way, in which respect is shown to older people, seniors, and
people with high rank. In this interdependent relationship, peers and especially superiors
must always care about “face” meaning that they have to save face at all times especially
in overt and public situations. In accordance with Liu (2002), the definition o f face in
China has its duality; Lian and Mianzi. He noted “M iam i refers to prestige and reputation,
while Lian stands for the respect o f the group for a man with a good moral reputation” (p.
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40). In other words, appropriate matter and behavior must be maintained at all times. The
individual’s social and professional status naturally grants him or her “authority”, to such
an extent that subordinates unconsciously assume that the superior is always right, only by
virtue o f their standing. “This concept o f face also carries into the academic milieu. And
this value system also operates inside and outside the classroom” (Flowerdew, 1998, p. 2).
Liu (2002) also indicated that Chinese people are especially cautious within the
hierarchical relationship between the teachers and the students. In the education at the
university level, in which professors and students are both adults, they purposefully try to
retain each other’s face all the time by observing these conventional norms carefully. Not
only do social differences affect communication between professors and students,
different educational philosophies play an even more important role in shaping curriculum
and instruction.

Different educational philosophies in China and Canada
Generally, Chinese and Canadians have different educational philosophies. Chinese
culture demands obedience, self-sacrifice, respect for social hierarchy, and excellence, and
Canadian culture focuses on the needs o f each individual (Chan, & Leong, 1994). These
different philosophies are reflected on the educational system, as well as in the beliefs o f
students and teachers.
Based on his study, Li (2003) found that serious mismatches between the learning
styles o f students and teaching styles o f the instructors were one o f the major barriers in
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second language teaching. Li (2003) argued that the way teachers taught should be
adapted to the way learners from a particular community learn. Kumaravadivelu (1991)
stated, “the narrower the gap between teacher intention and learner interpretation, the
greater the chances o f achieving desired learning outcomes” (p. 98). He suggests that the
only way to create successful communication between students and teachers relies on
narrowing the cultural gap to conciliate the cultural conflicts. Educators have to know the
cultural differences causing cultural conflicts before they can conciliate them.
Consequently, it is not surprising that there are problems in teaching across cultures.
To solve the problems, Cortazzi (1996) stresses the need for teachers to acquire
knowledge of and sensitivity toward, learners’ cultural and educational backgrounds, and
perhaps consider adjusting their own expectations accordingly. In addition, teachers
should consider adjusting their teaching style so that it is congruent with the students’
cultural background. In the following session, I will explore the different teaching styles
between the two cultures.

Different teaching approaches and styles o f Canadian and Chinese
professors
In terms o f teaching approaches and styles, the differences between the two cultures
are reflective o f the respective teaching philosophies. The traditional Chinese educational
strategies were inclined toward memorization, discussion, and grammar-translation in
language teaching (Rao, 2000). The Chinese system promotes passivity and polite rote
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learning whereas the Canadian system appears to encourage students’ creativity and active
participation. The education in China is generally teacher-centered, book-centered with an
emphasis on rote memory (Rao, 2000). It is rooted deeply in Chinese tradition that the role
o f a teacher is a model, a guide, an authority, an expert, a nurturer, and a gardener, while
students’ role is defined as a receiver, a follower, an apprentice and an audience (Li, 2003).
Chinese teachers believe that knowledge is something that is transmitted by teachers
rather than constructed by the individuals; on the contrary, Canadians focus on learner’s
experiences, the learning process and the social context o f learning. I would argue in this
paper that the typical representative teaching method in Canada is a communicative
approach. It implies a learner-centered and discussion-oriented style to curriculum and
teaching. It focuses on students’ need in the process o f learning including the need for
academic knowledge and social-cultural knowledge. Students from different cultures have
different needs. Having a picture o f how students learn is a good resource for
understanding their needs. I will discuss the learning styles and strategies o f Chinese and
Canadian cultures in the following sections.

Different Learning Styles and Strategies o f Chinese and Canadian Students
Compared to Western culture, self in Chinese culture refers to a “person in which the
interest o f group/family takes precedent over those o f the self (Chan & Leong, 1994, p.
171)”. A person has to consider his family or group first before he could think o f his own
interest. In addition, the Chinese education system emphasizes rote memorization and
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regurgitation while Canadian education system is more comprehensive, and it teaches
students to think (Minichiello, 2001). Chinese key conception o f good behavior is
collectivism; while Canadian key conception is individualism. In Chinese society, and in
the classroom, the priorities are that each person must be part o f a group or community;
therefore beliefs such as learner interdependency, cooperation and social awareness are
even more important for Chinese students (Flowerdew, 1998). Moreover, the two different
systems use different teaching approaches. For instance, Canadian education develops its
curriculum through constructivism; Chinese education believes in rote memory and in the
idea that “practice makes perfect”.
Students’ learning styles are, to a large scale, also influenced by culture. Reid (1987)
indicated that learning has to consistently function under certain cultural behavior patterns
and it could be revised and changed by cultural experiences like other behaviors through
training. When people learn, they construct their own knowledge and meaning according
to what they already know, within the social, historical, and linguistic contexts o f their
learning (Alfred, 2003).
International Chinese students use very different ways o f learning from their
Canadian peers. They require a familiarity o f learning environment in order to learn and
their relations with professors and their classmates affect their learning greatly. Chinese
students tend to respond to teacher’s questions by cautiously reporting the groups’ views
to prevent risks o f confronting with different ideas against them or at least diluting the
negative feedback and influence to them (Flowerdew, 1998). When asking questions,
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Chinese students would say, “Some/many/most people think.. ; they seldom reply with
an assertive tone, “I believe...” or “Due to my personal experience...” Junior students
refer to the senior students as “big brother” or “big sister”, and tend to show respect to
authority (Flowerdew, 1998). This might explain the passivity and silence o f Chinese
students in the classroom. These features are challenged by Canadian professors as well as
Canadian students, and conflict with concept o f learning in Canada.
Chinese students tend to use “helping-refining” process rather than Western
“challenging-defending” approach in order to create a harmonious environment and avoid
any potential face threatening acts (Flowerdew, 1998). That is, Chinese students might
request help to refine their knowledge and ideas. Comparatively, Canadian culture
encourages people to defend their opinion through arguing and challenging. Chinese
students tend to fear making any mistake in class to maintain their face. Simultaneously,
they will do the same thing to prevent their peers from making mistakes and losing face.
On the contrary, their Canadian peers are more eager to speak out and challenge whoever
has different opinions. Hence, Chinese students hesitate to speak out in class unless they
are absolutely sure it is correct or get clear indication that they should say something (Liu,
2002; Flowerdew, 1998). They have a very strong sense o f pride, which is referred to as
“face— Mianzi and/or Lian”. The concept o f self-effacement also originates from the
Confucian principle o f propriety that requires individuals to maintain a certain level o f
humility in accordance with the relations between others in the social hierarchy, and to shy
from elevating themselves above others to show respect and reflect their politeness
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(Flowerdew, 1998).
Rao (2002) described historical studies on Chinese students’ learning styles and
summarized six learning styles typical of Chinese students: 1) introverted; 2)
closure-oriented; 3) analytic and field-independent; 4) visual; 5) thinking-oriented and
reflective; 6) concrete-sequential. These characteristics provide in-depth insight for
educator into understanding Chinese students’ behaviors in class, such as their silence in
class, face-saving strategies, etc. Rao (2002) also gave some suggestions to bridge the gap
between students’ learning styles and teachers’ teaching styles: 1) diagnosing learning
styles and developing EFL learners’ self-awareness; 2) adapting teaching styles to suit
students’ learning styles; 3) fostering guided style-stretching and encouraging changes in
students’ behaviors; 4) providing activities with different groupings (p. 7). These
suggestions help teachers make instruction effective and efficiency. Students also benefit
from these suggestions through learning in accessible way by being more aware o f the
difference between learning and teaching. For example, students could engage themselves
into discussion and other class activities more often and change their learning styles
purposely to fit in the whole class.
It is not sufficient enough to understand cultural conflicts only through knowing the
socio-linguistic differences, different educational philosophies, and different teaching and
learning styles. Educators and researchers also need to perceive how Chinese students
adapt and adjust to those cultural conflicts. I explore these further in the following section.
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Theories of Adaptations and Adjustment to Cultural Conflicts
Many researchers (Prabhu, 1992; James, 1995; & Robinson-Stuart & Nocon, 1996)
have devoted themselves to developing theories to understand cultural conflicts and to
helping students with their adaptation and adjustment. I will discuss these theories in a
chronological way in the following section.
Prabhu (1992) wrote, “There are roles assigned by customs to teachers and learners in
the classroom, though these may vary from one culture to another (p. 228)”. James (1995)
also noted that students and teachers from different cultures might not share the
assumptions or unspoken rules o f the instructors. This suggested that international
students would have difficulty in adjusting in foreign classrooms where teachers taught in
a different way that students were unfamiliar with. These conflicts impede the
communication with professors and international students. Culture obviously plays a key
role in influencing students’ learning and teachers’ teaching. Therefore, it is crucial to
make full sense o f the cultural difference in order to understand the roles o f teachers and
students assigned by customs in different cultures. Through understanding the cultural
difference, teachers could actualize their teaching through familiar ways for student and
help students construct knowledge from a comprehensive way with different perspectives
o f different cultures. Students could adapt to the new classrooms and professors through
acquiring the target culture.
Robison-Stuart and Nocon (1996) offered a model for understanding the cultural
learning process in the “color purple” theory o f second culture acquisition. This theory
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referred to each culture’s unique perspective on the world as a “culture lens”, and claimed
that second culture acquisition occurred when one became aware o f one’s own cultural
lens (e.g. blue) through the recognition from another culture that has a different lens (e.g.
red). Neither person can escape from his or her own cultural lens, but each can choose to
overlap lenses (e.g. purple) in order to understand better the other’s perspectives and
arrives at shared meaning (p. 435). “Color purple” theory suggests the procedure of
culture acquisition: 1) pick up target culture; 2) negotiation between the two cultures; 3)
completion o f adaptation— consider perspectives from both cultures.
Studying in a new culture is not an easy task and to excel is even harder. Li (1998) did
a study on the Chinese immigrants in American schools and proved that
“Chinese-Americans also share with other Asian Americans the similar psychosocial
process o f immigration such as cultural conflicts and adjustment (p. 7)” . He implied that
the prerequisite o f achieving academic success was cultural understanding o f both
students and their instructors.
Language also plays an important role between culture and learning. According to
Zaid (1999), “indivisibility o f culture and language” (p. 2) promoted a theory o f learning
based upon schema theory, which holds the idea that a culture develops its own schema.
Successful learning requires cross-cultural students to develop a cultural position by
mediating between these two cultures (Croret & Liddicoat, 1999). In other words, it is also
a form o f cultural acquisition. Cultural acquisition may be defined as a process o f learning
a new way o f viewing the world. Brown (2000) categorized four successive stages of
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cultural acquisition in the process of acquiring the second culture (p. 183-184):
Stage 1 is a period o f excitement and euphoria over the newness o f the surroundings.
Stage 2 is culture shock— emerges as individuals feel the intrusion o f more and
more cultural differences into their own images o f self and security.
Stage 3 is one o f gradual, and at first tentative and vacillating recovery.
Stage 4 represents near or full recovery.
The process o f cultural acquisition is also the process o f acculturation. Acculturation
consists o f two dimensions: social distance and psychological distance. The process of
acculturation is the process where second language learners bridge the gap between his
new identity and former identity, or shorten the distance socially and psychologically
(Brown, 2000). Social distance, which is on the group dimension, refers to the extent
learners socialize with the target language group. Psychological distance, which is on the
personal dimension, refers to the extent learners are comfortable with their own learning.
Both social distance and psychological distance originate from the distance between
cultures, cultural gap. In order to promote acculturation, a direct way is to decrease the
social distance and psychological distance between two cultures. This might be helpful in
guiding us to bridge the cultural conflicts in educational settings at the university level.
Therefore the solution may be to negotiate between two cultures. That is to say, we need to
establish an eclectic classroom culture to gradually guide students to go through this
transitional period and to assimilate the new culture and adapt to a new teaching style
(Brown, 2000).

R eproduced with perm ission of the copyright owner. Further reproduction prohibited without permission.

27

According to socio-cultural theory as argued by Bateman (2000), international
students should have the ability to travel between the target culture and their original
culture freely so that they could interpret and negotiate the differences and construct
knowledge through building a bridge o f cultural understanding.
Flowerdew (2000) raised awareness o f the language problem again. He found that
nonnative-English-speaking applied linguists who were expected to have higher English
competence than common people, had difficulty in their professional lives. For example,
writing scholarly articles was one of the biggest challenges for
nonnative-English-speaking linguists. I am arguing that students not majoring in
linguistics should have more difficulties.
Roberts, Byram, Barro, Jordan, and Streat (2001) in their study, referred to individuals
successfully acquiring the second culture as intercultural speakers: an intercultural
speaker was aware o f both their own cultures and target cultures and able to build different
identities for both cultures. Not only did they know in some straightforward factual way
either from their own or the other’s cultural worlds, but also they were aware o f a constant
process o f formation and transformation.
Bateman (2002) declared that cross-cultural education viewed cultural learning as a
gradual process in which learners developed and realized progressively the sense o f the
existence of different cultural perspectives from an ethnocentric view o f the world. They
not only learned to acknowledge and accept cultural differences, but also integrated them
into their own worldview. Bateman also suggested cultural understanding was an ongoing,

R eproduced with perm ission of the copyright owner. Further reproduction prohibited without permission.

28

dynamic process in which learners continually synthesized cultural inputs with their own
past and present experiences in order to create meaning or make sense o f these
experiences. As such, cultural understanding involves an integration and assimilation
among the learners’ home culture, the target cultural input and the learner as an individual
(Bateman, 2002). This way, through building cultural understanding, we could mitigate
cultural conflicts.
Tseng (2002) noted, “Culture is a process o f learning rather than an external
knowledge to be acquired incidental to the fact o f language” (p. 13). According to Tseng,
culture was not just a set body o f facts to be acquired by learners, but something actively
created by learners through interactions focusing on meaning making. Culture, learning
and cultural learning perfectly intertwine together within the cross-cultural education.
In order to further understand the relation between learning and culture justification,
Tseng (2002) summarized three different perspectives on culture: “first, culture creates
differences and tension, both o f which propel learning; second, culture is not a fact but a
process in learning; third, culture can be used in a monolingual/mono-cultural and
multilingual/multicultural setting” (p. 11). This progressive theory provided us with new
understanding o f culture and learning, and it allowed us to reconstruct the curriculum
paying more attention to culture through stressing learner participation, the importance of
social transaction, and the role o f tension in promoting learning. According to this theory,
culture causes tension and tension could promote learning. Professors could use culture to
promote learning through making use o f tension, for example to invite students’
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participation. Observing this theory, successful and efficient teaching encourages teachers
to make use o f cultural difference appropriately as a source o f productive tension rather
than a barrier (Tseng, 2002).
Tseng (2002) also suggested that we might look at culture from a comparative
perspective as the transaction between each individual’s culture (developed from a
personal experience o f life) and social culture (compromised o f the experiences o f others).
Acculturation could be achieved through changing social culture; while social culture
could be changed via changing individual culture. Carrying out the cycle o f this
transaction, students could accomplish acculturation.
Eisenchlas and Trevaskes (2003) found that international Chinese students’ feeling o f
isolation partially resulted from lack o f opportunity to meet Australians on neutral cultural
ground. I am arguing in this paper the international Chinese students in Canada might
have the same problems. For example, because o f their Chinese school socialization
experience, the international Chinese students took it for granted that using their voice to
critique existing knowledge or to challenge the power o f authority was a from of
confrontation and not a vehicle for learning (Alfred, 2003). “They also struggled with the
need for more emphasis on teacher-directed instruction and content mastery” (Alfred,
2003, p. 254). They thought speaking in class was the biggest challenge in American class
(Alfred, 2003). Perhaps the Canadian classroom has the same issues.
Eoyang (2003) also explained the relations between cultural acquisition and language
acquisition and articulated, “Unless students negotiate the terms o f linguistic currency in a
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specific culture, s/he will never appreciate the values in that culture and will never fully
understand the cultural experience (p. 2).” Culture is not a byproduct o f language
acquisition, but culture can never be acquired without language acquisition. The
recommended strategy is to learn culture and language together and separately.
In summary, Culture can be defined in terms o f various social norms people live with.
Different cultures may experience conflicts in expectations, norms, values and behaviors
when people move across social and geographic boundaries. As a result, international
students may experience cultural conflicts or cultural mismatches when they go abroad to
study. Cultural conflicts are important in educational research because they influence
students’ learning and teacher’s teaching. A number o f studies have examined issues
dealing with cultural conflicts and acculturation— a transitive and negotiating process o f
acquiring a new culture. In the next section, I will outline the methodology o f this project.
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CHAPTER III
RESEARCH DESIGN AND DATA COLLECTION

Methodology
This project is an exploratory qualitative study that uses socio-cultural theory as the
fundamental theoretical lens. Socio-cultural theory views language learners not as
processors of input or producers o f output, but as “speakers involved in developmental
processes which are realized by interaction” (Ohta, 2000, p. 51). Socio-cultural theory
raises the question how can educators reveal that they credit the cultural value o f all
students when their cultural capital does not always agree on that o f the dominant culture
that schools value (Fay, 2001)?
Qualitative methodology was used in this research because “qualitative approaches
have strengths for educational research in that they have the potential to recast teachers’
innate understandings as educationally usable propositions; theorizing from practice can
lead to usable theory for future teacher development” (Van, 1994, p. 338). A qualitative
approach was appropriate to explore the kinds o f problems students were confronted with,
the strategies they used to adjust, and the kind o f help teachers could offer.
One method o f cultural study that has received attention for its potential to engage
learners affectively, behaviorally, and cognitively is ethnography (Jurasek, 1995, p. 223).
Ethnography seeks to understand how people within a given culture categorize and
prioritize their experience. Ethnographic designs are qualitative research procedures for
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describing, analyzing, and interpreting a culture-shared group’s shared patterns of
behavior, beliefs and language that develop over time. Central to this definition is culture.
A culture is everything having to do with human behavior and belief. It can include
language, rituals, economic and political structures, life stages, interactions, and
communication styles. To understand the patterns o f a culture-sharing group, the
ethnographer typically spends considerable time “in the field” interviewing, observing,
and gathering documents about the group in order to understand their culture-sharing
behaviors, beliefs and language (Creswell, 2004).
The ethnographer’s goal is to describe the culture from an emic or native point o f
view, that is, to provide “a paraphrase o f what the cultural insiders reveal themselves
about their own group’s behavior and experience (Jurasek, 1995, p. 223)”. Researchers
conduct ethnography when they have a culture-sharing group to study—one that has been
together for some time and have developed shared values, beliefs and language. They
capture the “rules” o f behavior, such as the informal relationships among teachers who
congregate at favorite places to socialize. The culture-sharing group may be narrowly
framed, or broadly framed. The culture-sharing group may be representative or illustrative
o f some larger processes, events or activities. Ethnography can provide a detailed
day-to-day picture o f events.
This study was carried out at the University o f Windsor and it explored the lived
experiences o f a selected group o f international Chinese graduate students. This study
examined cultural themes o f a culture-sharing group and it looked at this group’s shared
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patterns o f behavior, belief, and language. The study fits the description of ethnographic
work because it involved fieldwork, description, themes and interpretation, context or
setting, and research reflexivity. The thematic questions addressed were the problems
international Chinese graduate students encountered in their study as a result o f cultural
conflicts. I also explored the strategies these students used to adapt and adjust to the new
environment.

Participants
Fifteen participants selected from an international Chinese graduate student cohort
took part in this research. In order to get a more general and comparatively gender
representative voice o f Chinese graduate students on campus, seven female participants
and eight male participants were chosen for this study. Their ages ranged from
twenty-four to thirty-eight. They were all graduate students from different departments in
the University o f Windsor including: education, computer science, economics,
engineering, geography, chemistry and biology.
Overall, there is a large population o f international students in the University o f
Windsor. According to estimater provided by o f International Student Center (ISC), there
were 12132 undergraduate students and 1089 graduate students in the Uinversity of
Windsor of which 991 are international undergraduate students and 217 are international
graduate students. O f this international student population, 22% comes from China.
In this study participants were all Chinese graduate students who came to Canada
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about two years ago. O f the students interviewed, six came from the Chinese country side
and nine came from Chinese urban areas. In China, the country side is mainly
characterized by poverty, gender inequity, and conservative traditional values, while the
urban areas are distinguished from the country side by a tendency to examine issues o f
environment. When compared to the country side, the urban area o f China have been more
receptive to western practices and are characteriszed by high economic competition.

Sampling Profiles o f Participants
Sam was a second year graduate student majoring in statistics at the University o f
Windsor. He was bom in the country side o f Shandong province in 1970s. He had two
brothers and one sister. He experineced poverty and hunger in his childhood. His sister
could not finish school because his parents did not have so much money to support all o f
them. Because o f the cultural tradition o f valueing male children over girls, Sam’s parents
expected him to go to university so that the whole family could be honored by his
university degree. Sam also wanted to get rid o f poverty through going to university,
which is a strong traditional belief; that is, people with university degrees have a good life
and a bright future. Since his high school degree was good Sam went to a local university
in Shandong province and got his first degree, a Bachelor o f Science. Then he passed the
tough graduate examination and went to a university in Beijing where he got his second
degree, a M aster’s in Science. After graduation he worked for half a year as a teaching
assistant in a university in beijing. Then he came to Canada for his second m aster’s
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degree,which he saw as another milestone in his life. He tasted fully the hardship o f life.
He worked very hard to get out o f poverty and to get equal chance for his dream which
rich city people take for granted and get easily. Having no connection in the society, he
had a strong belief that he can only rely on him self and hard work to achieve success. He
supported him self with Graduate Assistant (GA) and Research Assistant (RA) and lived a
very frugal life.
Kate was a second year student in MBA program at the university o f Windsor. She was
the single Child in her family. She was bom in 1980s in a wealthy family in Shanghai the biggest city in China. From her memory as a kid, she never experienced poverty as she
always got what she wanted. Upon finishing high school, her parents accommodated most
o f her needs and requirements. She went to a university in shanghai and got her
Bachelor’s degree o f Arts. After her graduation, she came to Canada immediately for
MBA because her parents and she believed that studying abroad was a proud thing and a
foreign degree could help her find a good job in Shanghai. She had no financial concerns
because her parents supported her study in Canada.

Insider and outsider: the Role o f the Researcher
As an ethnographic researcher, 1 identified my role in the study as an insider and
outsider as well. The similar experiences and background 1 had as an international
Chinese graduate student at the University o f Windsor gave me much sympathy and
understanding o f the issue addressed by the participants in my study. In fact, my

R eproduced with perm ission of the copyright owner. Further reproduction prohibited without permission.

36

experiences as an international student were instrumental to me embarking on this study.
Since I shared the same cultural background as participants and their ideas were more
accessible to me. Furthermore, seeing me as an insider, participants were not hesitant at all
to express whatever was in their minds. I was able to communicate with them easily and
freely, and it was easy for me to recognize the cultural cues in their expressions and to
identify the meaning making they borrowed from Chinese culture as well as connections
with their traditions.
Another identity I held during the research was that o f an outsider by which I tried to
listen more and speak less in order to ensure that the participants’ voice was heard.
Although I asked each interview question, my participants were the ones who dominated
the interviews. In order not to impose my bias on my participants, I “bracketed” my
perspectives and understanding o f the issue addressed and I reserved my opinions fro the
time I analysed the data. Every time a topic or a theme emerged from m y analysis, I went
back to my bracketed perspective and made comparison and contrast. In this way, I
prevented personal bias on a large scale and obtained more objective and fair data in
which both my personal opinion and participants’ thoughts were reflected.

Data Collection
The collection o f data for this research followed the normal procedure in which
permissions were requested from and granted by a variety o f boards such as the University
of Windsor Research Ethics Board (R.E.B.). Participants were recruited by use o f posters
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and through my personal social connections. After reading the posters, some students
volunteered to participate in the study because o f their interest, and some participants I
approached were recommended by some friends. They were informed o f their right to
choose to be in the study and o f the right to withdraw from the study at any time.
This ethnographic case study collected data in three ways to achieve triangulation:
group discussion of major themes on culutre conflicts, in-depth one-on-one interviews
with each participants on their historical experience and email verification.
Phase one was designed to select 15 Chinese international graduate students for the
study. Phase two included data collection. I collected data from group discussion,
interviews using open-ended questions, and emails o f reflective correspondence about
students campus life, which were in informal conversations between researcher and
participants. Group discussion and interviews were conducted in Mandarin for a clear and
full expression. Each interview took between 45 and 60 minutes and the group discussion
lasted for an hour. Interviews were recorded on audio tape. Observations and reflections
were also recorded directly after each interview. In order to guarantee the completeness
and nicety o f my translation, I went through tapes for several times and kept notes. I
obtained a lot o f useful information, which was relevant to my research questions. Then, I
categorized the information and developed into four major themes according to my
research questions: cultural conflicts experienced by Chinese students, influence of
cultural conflicts on Chinese students, communication and interaction used by Chinese
students, and valuable strategies and support for academic success for Chinese students. I
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selected examples and quotes from transcripts fitting each theme after the central
phenomena were identified, and sub-themes were generalized at the Change time.
When the idea was not clear, or the description did not represent the themes well, I
sent emails to ask those participants questions particularly to ensure their opinions were
interpreted correctly and fully. Through emails, they could feel more secure and say more
about their opinions.
Phase three involved transcription and translations o f Mandarin transcripts into
English by the researcher. All interview data were transcribed and were verified with
participants through emails.
Group discussions
The focus o f group discussion were on the Chinese students’ understanding of
educational discourse, beliefs and values about teaching and learning, the role o f school in
society, and their responses to the faculty and the practice. Three group discussions were
held with all participants, and each discussion lasted about one hour.
Sample Questionnaire o f Group Discussion:
1. What did you expect Canadian class would be before you came here?
2. What kind o f learning activities do you get involved in during class?
3. What do you think are some o f the differences between university classes here and in
China?
4. How did you adjust to it? Have you adjusted to it? How well have you adjusted to it?
5. How well do you think you fit into this university?
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6.

Did you try to find out about Canadian teaching philosophies and learning styles?

7.

Who do you turn to for help?

8.

How can your instructors help?
Phase four was designed for Data analysis. H ough’s (1997) ethnographies o f learning,

which advanced a theory about links o f availability o f learning resources in communities
to differing types o f learning and teaching relationships, were used in the analysis o f
interviews. I analyzed data from three group discussion first. I summarized the content,
interprete and find out the major themes from the transcripts. This analysis was used to
revise interview questions to focus on the main themes. Then individual interviews were
conducted and analyzed to further develop on those themes.
Phase five was member checking. Analysis and findings were reported to the
individual participants to ensure that they accurately reflected their own narratives and
understandings.
One-on-one Interviews
Interviews began with an open-ended question (sometimes called the “grand tour”
question), which allowed the interviewee’s own cultural themes to emerge. The Goal was
to probe in depth the interviewee’s perceptions and beliefs; ethnographers often conduct
several interviews with the same person (Robinson-Stuart & Nocon, 1996).
Phase II: One-on-one interview
Furthermore, the interviews queried biographies including their ethnical identity.
One-on-one interviews concentrate on particular experiences and beliefs around social
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difference in educational settings (Levine-Rasky, 2001).
The core issue was to examine the nature o f the cultural conflict experienced by
Chinese students at the University of Windsor classroom?
Sample Questionnaire for one-on-one interviews:
1. What were the difference between Canadian classes and Chinese classes?
2. W hat different class activities are used in Canadian class and Chinese classes?
3. What do you think are some o f the differences between Canadian and Chinese
educational philosophies?
4. What is your understanding o f Canadian educational expectations?
5. How do you think o f your relationship with Canadian people?
6. Do these differences make you uncomfortable or bring you any trouble in your
learning?
7. What do you think o f the different learning styles o f students?
8.

Who do you turn to for help when you are in trouble? Why?

9.

What do you expect teachers to do to help you overcome those difficulties?

10. What was the most difficult thing in graduate school? How did you deal with it?
11. Have progresses have you made since you came to Canada? How?
12. What academic task made you uncomfortable?
13. What is your experience with communicating with Canadian work partners?
14. What challenges have you faced in graduate school?
15. What helped you to deal with the challenges?
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16. If you had to place yourself on a line from insider to outsider here, where would you
place yourself? What factors do you think have affected this sense o f your place in the
culture? What helped you to feel more like an insider?
17. What aspects o f your experience as a graduate student at university o f Windsor would
you like to Change?
Email interview. In the next stage o f the study, some participants were interviewed
individually through emails. In order to ensure the accuracy o f the data and clarify unclear
data, I contacted some participants through emails during the period o f data analysis. By
this method, interviewees could feel more comfortable and respond freely and openly.

Limitations and delimitations
First of all, this study looked at a small sample o f students and may not be
generalizable to a larger population. Only graduate students at a university in Southern
Ontario took part in this study. Undergraduate students and graduate students in other
Canadian universities might have different experiences and ideas. Second, in the process
o f data analysis, I brought my own sensibilities as an insider to the project. Being a
Chinese international student myself, my own experiences would have influenced my
interpretation and analysis o f the data.
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CHAPTER IV
RESEARCH FINDINGS
Coming across the Pacific Ocean from another continent, Chinese students are
confronted with many adjustments in Canada. After arrival, they realize Canada is not a
“fairytale” world, as they have to study and live here. Everything is different and every
day can be a challenge for them. They must make adjustments to different situations. It is
not easy at all to realize their dreams —to become successful in their lives both
academically and socially. They discover that there are vastly different foods, diverse
people, behaviors, living styles and ways o f thinking from what they experienced in China.
A totally new world is in front o f their eyes. For newcomers, the novelty of the experience
leads itself to initial excitement, but it can be followed by tension, loneliness, and
frustration.
Fourteen participants in my research were graduate students who obtained their
bachelors’ degrees in China. One participant got his bachelor’s degree in Canada. They
answered my interview questions in a mature, reflective, thoughtful and responsible
manner. From their interviews, I generalized three main themes: cultural conflicts in
classrooms experienced by international Chinese students, influence o f cultural conflicts
on their studies, and adaptation and adjustment to the cultural conflicts.
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Cultural Conflicts in Classrooms Experienced by Chinese International
Students
Through this study, participants disclosed that they experienced cultural conflicts
mainly in the following areas: conflicts in beliefs, conflicts in cultural values, linguistic
conflicts, conflicts in communication, conflicts in expectations, and conflicts in
relationships with professors and Canadian peers. I will expand on these findings in the
following sections.

Conflicts in Beliefs
From the data, most participants saw Canada as a diverse society. They met people
from different backgrounds and noticed that Canadian culture was influenced by
Judeo-Christianity and had certain different behavioral norms from their own. These
international Chinese students felt their beliefs often conflicted with mainstream Canadian
beliefs. By belief, I mean guidelines o f social practice rooted deeply into the social norms
o f a group o f people from a particular culture or region during a certain period o f time
(Hough, 1997). People perform daily practices according to their beliefs. There are two
salient differences in social beliefs: group versus individual.
The conflict between individualism and collectivism is one o f the most salient
problems confronted by international Chinese students. I will use one o f the study
participants, Jack to demonstrate these conflicts between individualism and collectivism.
Jack came to Canada in 2003 from Jiangxi province in China. In China, he grew up in a
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rural area and was brought up with a strong conservative tradition that valued collectivism
highly. In China, Jack attended school in classes where teachers dominated and lectured
through the whole class. Students’ job was to listen to the teachers and to take notes.
Students were also encouraged to help each other on courses. When they had questions,
they would ask for help after class so that they would not interrupt the whole teaching
process to ensure that group interest is not hurt. And students went to teachers for help
only after their classmates could not help. Coming to Canada in the September 2003, Jack
was enrolled in the m aster’s program in the Statistics Department. He lived with a group
o f Chinese students from different departments. They always chatted with each other to
share their experiences during dinnertime. But on their study, they had to rely on
themselves. He went to classes by him self and did his assignment by himself. He did not
communicate with his classmates very often after class except several Chinese classmates.
He thought that there was too much emphasis on maintaining one’s privacy in Canada,
which he considered as very individualistic. He said:
It is [the Canadian] constitution that encourages immigrants to maintain their own
cultures and respect others’ cultures. This helps Canada to form a typical social
phenomenon —Canadian politeness. People pay attention to their privacy and do not
care what other people do.
On one hand, Jack seemed to be complimenting the “politeness” found in Canadian
practices. On the other hand, he seemed to be critical to the Canadian individualism,
which is synonymous to being unconcerned, indifferent, and selfish. He believed that, at
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times, it seemed that nobody cared about him because people seemed to care about their
own privacy. It might be because Canadian people though it was his privacy that they
should respect. Behind this negative feeling, he showed us his firm belief in collectivism.
Jack’s view about Canadian individualism was also supported by another participant,
Helen. Like Jack, Helen grew up in a middle city in Sichuan province in the south west of
China. She lived in a comparatively wealthy family and majored in English in a university
in China. She learned about English culture in China. She arrived in Canada in 2003 and
at the time o f the study, she was in the second year o f her m ater’s program in the Faculty
o f Education. She lived in an apartment with her boyfriend from business department.
This is how she explained her impression o f Canadian culture:
You never know when a person will greet you on the street with a friendly smile. In
class, the [Canadian] students also talked a lot. They talked a lot about their
experiences and their thoughts. Sometime it was like the class was for them. And
they interrupt the professors a lot. I would never do it. I want to listen to the
professors.
The first thing implied by Helen is the superficial nature o f Canadian students’
practice; they smiled at you for no reason and you do not know when the smile would
happen. The second thing Helen was critical o f is the individualistic behavior o f Canadian
students in class. This individualistic behavior o f Canadian students was indicated by
“talking a lot”. She also thought that Canadian students sometimes personalized the whole
class. Another comment indicative o f individualism was that the Canadian students
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interrupted the professors, which to her is the synonym o f rudeness. Rudeness is
something that is seriously bad behavior and should be prevented in any occasion in China,
especially to seniors or teachers. She believed that listening to the lecture was the way to
learn and it was rude to interrupt the teachers in class.
In a nutshell, the Chinese students felt uncomfortable with what they perceived as
individualistic behavior. They felt uncomfortable because they believed group needs were
more important. They were accustomed to looking at themselves as a part o f one whole
class and saw any expressions o f individualism as a challenge to group cohesion. For
example, when their Canadian classmates personalized their responses to questions in
class, they saw it as an interruption. The Chinese students felt the group interest was
challenged.
What is worth mentioning is that most o f the participants expressed their conflicting
experiences by paying compliments to Canadian culture first. For example, Jack offered
compliments first before giving a critique. This phenomenon could also be analyzed as an
example of not paying too much attention to individual needs. By offering a compliment
first before critiquing the Canadian culture, Chinese students want to show that the
critique is not intended to draw attention to themselves. Rather they were concerned for
the whole group/class. That is to say, they think more about group interests even in their
personal critique o f group dynamics.
Another theme that emerged under conflicting beliefs was participation versus
observation. International Chinese students regarded class observation and listening to
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professors intently as an essential part o f learning. They believed in strict observation
before participating.
Edward was bom in a small town in Henan province. He was the single child in his
family and he was taught from a very young age to listen to teachers more and speak less
in class. After getting his Bachelor’s and M aster’s degrees in a university in Tianjin he
enrolled in the Ph.D. program in the Faculty o f Chemistry at the University o f Windsor in
2004. He also lived with some Chinese students. He felt more comfortable to live with
Chinese people because they have similar a living style and tradition. Edward analyzed
Canadian culture in his classes:
I found my Canadian classmates were very eager to answer questions. They were
very active and very quick without caring if the answer was right or wrong. They
talked about whatever was in their minds. I just cannot do it this way. I would see
others’ opinion first unless I am 100 percent that I am right.
From this quote, Edward perceived the different behaviors o f his Canadian peers as
willingness to answer questions and not caring about the correctness. Through his own
cultural lens, he thought Canadian students were aggressive in participation because they
were influenced by Canadian culture. He believed that Canadian students cared more
about participation itself rather than about the answers. Comparatively, Edward required a
high degree o f familiarity with the social context in order to feel safe about expressing
personal opinions. He implied that certainty o f correctness was the prerequisite o f his
participation. He also suggested that observation should be as important as participation.
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On another layer of analysis, this might also be because international Chinese students
wanted to save face or not to appear foolish in public. In other words, they preferred
careful observation in class over active participation.
Another participant, Nancy had similar experiences. She was brought up in a city in
Shanxi province. She did her undergraduate study in a local university and obtained her
M aster’s degree in a university in Beijing. Coming to Canada in 2004, she was doing her
second Master in Mathematics Department. She said: “Every time I was asked to do a
presentation, I was so nervous. I was thinking all the time what if I made some mistakes.
So, for most o f time, I just sat there and listened.” In this way, international Chinese
students can be easily identified as silent classroom observers.
Overall, international Chinese graduate students firmly believed in class observation
by “listening” and saw mainstream Canadian culture as encouraging students to learn
through making mistakes. However, they are uncomfortable with risking and making
mistakes. Another reason for international Chinese students’ silence might be their value
system because they view silence and observation as keys to obedience, harmony and
stability. Challenging or even questioning is regarded as disloyalty, immorality and
rebellion against authorities. The next section expands on this further and explores the
ways in which their value system might be in conflict with the Canadian value system.
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Conflicts in Cultural Values
The Chinese students identified conflicts as being rooted in the value systems because
China and Canada have different political systems and hierarchy o f social ranks. Some of
them admitted that the most obvious conflicts they encountered were in definitions and
understandings o f leadership and authority in education.
Some participants believed that their ideas about education conflicted with Canadian
cultural ideas about education. One o f the participants, Michael thought Canadians and
Chinese had different perceptions o f educational goals. Michael grew up in a city o f Jilin
Province. He was the single child o f a rich family. He came to study in Canada after he
graduated from high school. After getting a Bachelor’s degree in computer science, he
chose to further his study and work towards a M aster’s degree. He shared a house with his
Chinese friends. He believed that most international Chinese students admired higher
academic degrees. On the contrary, he thought his Canadian classmates at the
undergraduate level favored practice and experiences more and aspired towards career or
vocational goals. He noticed that Canadian classmates readily sought jobs after graduation
while their Chinese peers sought higher degrees. Kate described the current situation in
China that illustrated this idea:
A doctor is highly respected anywhere, while an illiterate will be looked down. A
post-doctor is regarded as the one who could not find a job in Canada, while their
counterparts in China receive special treatment and position because many [Chinese]
people mistakenly think post-doctor is another degree.
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“People here pay more attention to finding a job instead o f seeking a higher degree”,
Sam indicated. Post-doctoral study in Canada is a period in which new doctors continue
doing their research in universities or research centers before they find a job. China first
introduced this term in the 1980s by Lizhengdao, a famous Chinese American Scientist
who obtained Nobel Prize. Seeing that a lot o f Chinese scholars coming back to China
from foreign countries after getting Doctor’s degree could not find jobs because China
was backward and did not have corresponding techniques, equipments, and factories, he
suggested to Dengxiaoping, the president that China should establish some post-doctor
research centers where those scholars could get grants and do research.
There are, however, other ways in which this tendency to focus on jobs by Canadians
can be interpreted. First, Canadians living in Canada would be more job-oriented in their
focus because these students are more likely to live and work in Canada, while
international students come to their Canadian classroom with the intention o f pursuing
higher education and then return to their motherland. Second, Canadian students are a
large population than foreign students. Because o f the larger number, international
Chinese students see the larger number o f Canadian students in their classes going for jobs
as a proof that Canadians value employment over higher education.
In another example, one participant, Grant grew up in a city in Sichuan province. He
got his Doctoral degree in China. He got married and has a daughter before he came to
Canada for his post-doctoral research in Faculty o f Chemistry. He explained that he was
ranked as an associate professor in his university in China, after he finished his
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post-doctoral study in Israel. Now he is also a post-doctor at the University o f Windsor.
But he experienced many difficulties in finding a job and he planned to go back to China
after finishing his current project. In Grant’s case, he chose to continue studying because
he was unable to find a job in Canada.
In China, the higher a person’s degree is, the easier he can find a good job. Since a
Doctoral degree in most cases guarantees a good job and a bright future, Chinese people
desire more for a higher degree. Hence, most Chinese students devote themselves in
seeking higher degree first before they consider jobs. In Canada, a higher degree could not
guarantee a job. Thus, when people study for their degrees, they strive for jobs
simultaneously. Therefore, most participants believed that they brought different
investments into their own education compared to their Canadian peers. The participants
were convinced that there was a stronger preference in seeking higher degrees for Chinese
students than their Canadian counterparts.
Another aspect o f conflict in belief international Chinese students encountered is the
different attitudes towards authority. Several participants mentioned that they kept a
certain social distance from their professors to show them respect. One participant felt
disappointed that his show o f respect for professors went unacknowledged. David was a
graduate student in Department o f Statistics in his second year. He grew up in a small
town in Henan Province in China where authority is highly respected. He got his
Bachelor’s degree in Henan and obtained his M aster’s in Beijing. He was a teacher in
Dalian Technology Institute before he came to Canada. David said he stood up and
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greeted his professors to show respect when he saw them. He said he was upset when he
found that his professors paid no special attention to his show o f respect.
Some participants attributed the different understanding or values about power,
authority, and leadership to the conflict between Canadian and Chinese cultures. Leanne
was a second year graduate student in Faculty o f Education. She grew up in a middle
class family in H a’erbin, one o f the biggest cities in the north China. Her parents were
both professors in a university and her brother was studying in America for his PH.D.
This was her third degree. She expressed her opinion about authority as follows,
In Canada, the mayor o f Windsor is only an employee serving all the people in
Windsor. Authority here is to be challenged. Maybe this is why they [Canadian peers]
always interrupt professors in class. But in China it is different. The leaders have
power. China in history is a society founded on the basis o f leadership.
Chinese students admire authority because they believe it has the power to keep order.
In China, they were accustomed to being passive and obedient and they took power
hierarchy for granted as the foundation o f the Chinese society. They felt uncomfortable to
share power with the authority and this discomfort gave them a hard time positioning
themselves in a new culture where authority could be challenged. They were not sure
which side they should stand on in Canada: to accept the status quo or to challenge it. Thus,
they behaved even more carefully and remained silent in their Canadian classrooms,
offending neither side. They were more like observers and seldom engaged in discussions
and arguments. This was also another reason why they were hesitant to participate in class
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activities. Most times, they stood in between the two sides o f discussants. Compounding
this is another factor contributing to their silence in class and that is linguistic conflict.

Linguistic Conflicts
All Chinese students in the study unanimously expressed that the most challenging
thing for them in Canada was language and communication. Most o f them had difficulty
communicating in English. For example, Jack said, “Language is the most challenging
factor.” Participants told me that although they had high grades on the Test o f English as a
Foreign Language (TOEFL) and the Graduate Record Examination (GRE), they felt that
their overall English conversational competence was still low. At the same time, they felt
that they had good comprehension skills. They did not have problems with reading and
understanding, but they had problems with speaking, listening and writing. They reasoned
that they could not engage themselves fully in class because o f this language barrier.
Ngugi (1986) stated that language is not only a means o f communication but also a
carrier of culture and it has three elements: act, speech and written signs. These three
elements are compatible. “Language as culture is the collective memory bank of a
people’s experience in history.” (p. 15). He also pointed out three significant aspects o f
language as culture: 1) as culture, language is a product o f history and it reflects the
history; 2) ft reflects world by forming images and pictures o f the word; 3) culture
transmits or imparts images o f world by a specific language. According to Ngugi, culture
is not transmitted through any language, but through a specific language of a specific
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community with a specific history.
According to Ngugi’s theory, when people use a foreign language to speak, to listen, to
read, to understand, to conceptualize and to think, they break the previously existing
harmony in the three elements o f language. For instance, there is no relationship between
the language o f the Canadian schooling and international Chinese students’ immediate
environment in their family and community since most o f them live in Chinese
community. This results in the alienation and disassociation from international Chinese
students’ living culture because English is not a carrier o f Chinese culture.
International Chinese students generally found they were using English in a Chinese
way. Their speech patterns reflected the grammar and syntax o f their primary language.
They felt self-conscious especially when they noticed others’ reaction. In order not to
make mistakes, they often avoided speaking out in large groups. All the participants in this
study have some difficulties in their spoken English and communication. Jack said:
I feel more pressure from them [Canadian peers]. Nobody helps me, so I have to help
myself. I spent three hours everyday on English but did not make too much progress
for more than a year. My advisor praised me recently. He said ‘you improved your
English’. I will insist on studying English though I know I might never speak like
natives.
Jack had problems from inside as well as outside. The outside barrier is the
environment: he believed that outside help was very helpful to his language competence
however, he could not get the necessary help he needed from native Canadians, even
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though language is acquired by communicating and practicing. The inside barrier partly
came from his pressure and partly came from his learning techniques. He acquired English
very slowly because he lacked effective approach and learnt English all by himself.
Nonetheless, the recognition and compliments encouraged him too.
Martin was a first year graduate student majoring in mathematics. He came from a
small city in Jiangsu province in China. He was seldom asked to speak English in the
English classes in China he took. His English teachers in Canada did not always
pronounce words clearly sometimes, which result in some problems. He also lived with
some Chinese students who rarely spoke English outside the classrooms. He described his
problems this way: “They are even impatient for any pause in m y voice in my presentation.
It was the hardest time in the class. I hate doing a presentation. But I have to do it because
it counts much in my final grades.” David said he never got a satisfactory mark in his
presentation. Several other students also mentioned that their language competence
hampered their participation in class. This left a bad impression on professors as well as
resulted in low grades which were negatively impacted by presentation and participation
percentages.
Nancy said: “English is a big problem for me. I have been here for half a year, but I
still have difficulty in English, especially listening. Sometime, I could not understand
what professors were talking about. And it always troubles me when I write an essay in
English.”
Edward also identified that English language was the major obstacle in his study.
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Chinese students generalized that their language competence impeded their interaction in
Canada, and the lack o f interaction exacerbated their language incompetence. Between the
option o f making mistakes and learning, and saving faces and not learning, most Chinese
students chose to avoid mistakes as a priority. Their solution was to keep silent because
mistakes caused them discomfort or embarrassment.
The practice o f silence undoubtedly kept them from engaging in communication in the
classroom. However, most international Chinese students blamed their misunderstanding
o f the need to verbally communicate in class to lack o f knowledge about Canadian culture.
Take Kate as an example, she had difficulties understanding her professors’ lectures
because she felt she did not have the Canadian cultural experience to understand the
context o f the lecture discussions. Although she knew the words, they still did not make
sense to her. Alptekin (2002) explained this phenomenon experienced by international
students by stating that, “ the learners’ own culture is peripheralized, if not completely
ignored. They feel intimidated by native speaker norms o f use and usage, and also find
themselves in the potentially awkward position o f equipping their students with aspects o f
the native speaker’s socio-linguistic and strategic competence, (p. 16) ” In other words,
international students were under the pressure o f using native speakers’ expressions and
they were very self-conscious when noticing the different ways used by native speakers
which could impede their understanding mechanically and psychologically.
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Conflicts in Communication
M any participants thought their silence further impeded their communication,
compared with their Canadian peers. They elected to be silent in class and to listen while
some o f their Canadian classmates were very talkative. They interjected much less in class,
and they mulled over the questions and hesitated to interrupt and to ask even when they
did not understand. For example, Jack stated: “When my professor posed a question, I saw
my Canadian classmates answered quickly without thinking. Sometime, I did not even
understand the question. They were fast. But sometimes, they gave too simple answers”
Chinese culture values cogitativeness. It is believed that serenity and slowness equals
to maturity, credibility, and carefulness, while a quick response is equated with
carelessness, incompleteness and unreliableness. Chinese students saw their Canadian
classmates’ quick answers as irresponsible answers characterized by simplistic and
superficially. Participants thought as graduate students, their answers should be complex
and neutral. They also thought that they should not support or oppose ideas easily, that
their positions should always be skeptical and unassuring.
When professors asked questions, study participants would not answer it if they
thought the question was so rhetorical such as paraphrasing a theory that they do not think
about it, or their opinions were not backed by their research or the course readings in
which they would not offend or be challenged by others. This practice caused a lot of
concern as sometimes professors thought these students were not active or were not
willing to participate. While professors saw a group o f silent Chinese students giving no
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responses to questions and not responding to efforts designed to encourage them to
communicate, Chinese students took part in the class in their own ways. They listened to
professors’ lectures, observed classmates’ practice, and mulled out each question deeply
on their own. The international Chinese students tended to be very cautious about
communication in order to keep the class going smoothly and not to make any mistakes;
simultaneously they were unwilling to answer simple questions because they believed it
was not necessary to communicate on the simple questions that everybody knew. They
saw answering simple questions as showing off. Tom expressed this notion o f showing off
like this: “Answering simple question is not to solve a problem because everybody knows
the answer. The only thing o f answering simple question is to draw others’ attention.”. In
addition, Chinese students preferred to ask for help from their Chinese peers if they had
questions instead o f turning to professors. In this way, it was difficult for both the
international Chinese students and professors to make sense o f each other’s need.. In the
next section, I will break down the conflicts in expectation between the students and their
Canadian professors.

Conflicts in Expectations
All the participants unanimously agreed that Canadian education used a different
curriculum approach (e.g., different teaching style and content) than Chinese education.
Different teaching approaches have different emphasis and expectations. For example, Jen
stated, “Canadian education emphasizes students’ original knowledge and experiences.”
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They generalized that Canadian classes are “discussion-oriented”, “relaxed”, and
encouraged students’ initiative. They also felt that Canadian classes were more humanistic
and student-centered; professors provoke students to learn, to question and to make
connections with knowledge based on their past experiences. However, they felt uncertain
in discussions when they confronted the very different experiences with their Canadian
peers and professors. They understand such differences through institutional expectation,
professors’ expectation, and students’ expectation.
Institutional expectations were one area o f cultural conflict. Eight participants
admitted that they noticed the different classroom settings in their first class and those
differences did give them a “pleasant and relaxed” feeling. In other words, they felt
welcomed in the class. Helen expressed that she had a very positive impression in her first
Canadian class when she saw many pictures and words in various colors on the wall. In
M artin’s words, “it is a very free and open type o f thing to learn here.” Jack also said:
The programs here are more practical. The programs here focus more on practice
and application while programs in Chinese universities emphasize theories. It might
be because o f the different university institutions. Chinese universities want their
students to get high scores in the exams and nothing else, while Canadian
universities do not care about scores as much. They care, but they also care about
ability. They want their students to be successful in their lives through what they
learn in the universities.
Jack had positive feeling about Canadian classroom settings and teaching approaches.
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It could be analyzed that the focus on applications stimulated Jack’s ownership for
learning. Jack liked hand-on experiences and he understood the difference as differences
o f expectation. He perceived Canadian education programs’ expectations as fostering
initiative, application and creativity through demonstrating ability and being practical. He
described the Chinese system as being more didactic and Socratic by talking about theory,
exams and scores. He described the expectations o f Chinese programs to be diligent,
discipline, obedience-oriented, and focused on achieving high grades. As demonstrated by
Jack, international Chinese students responded favorably to the use o f “open-ended
questions” in Canadian classes. Many participants commented that most academic tasks in
China are still lecture based and/or textbook based, but in Canada, the project-based
approach seemed radical and refreshing.
Although they enjoyed the new experience, they were not quite accustomed to it. For
example, Nancy said: “In China, professors required us to learn, and we had exams. But
here, nobody pushed me that hard. Sometimes, I become lazy. Probably, this was why I
did not do well in the first semester.” The students seemed to express conflicting views
about their institutional expectations.
They described the Canadian classroom as a pleasant and relaxed environment
requiring a high level o f self-control in learning. At the same time, this open environment
in the Canadian created conflict because it was unfamiliar to Chinese students. This was a
challenge to Chinese students who came from an environment where professors took all
control in learning. They were not aware o f the change in their identities. They were
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transforming from being stimulated to stimulating themselves. This difference gave them
a point o f reference for comparison.
Another conflicting aspect was the individual professors’ expectations. Several
participants stated that Canadian professors had different expectation from Chinese
professors. They observed that Canadian professors not only taught students knowledge of
content, but also they guided students to have discussion or brainstorm ideas around
phenomena or theories. The Chinese students felt more freedom to think and to make
sense o f their own learning in their Canadian classes.
The international Chinese students saw Canadian professors as always seeking novel
and new ideas, and supporting students to participate with these different approaches. Ten
out of fifteen participants thought Chinese education mainly emphasized old theories,
while Canada education focused more on progressive or cutting edge movements and
development based on newer research. They believed Canadian education was more
practical and useful, even though they sometimes felt uncomfortable with it. Edward put it
this way: “In China, what professors required o f students was that they remember all the
theories, including inventors’ names, the content o f the theory and years, etc. What I learnt
was dated. Not so many new things. M y professor here requires me to read the newly
published paper and discuss it thereafter.”
In some case, Chinese students were not so accustomed with the new
teaching approach. Tom, a third year doctoral student in Department o f
engineering, said,
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My supervisor only gave me a few instructions on my study. I chose the topic myself
and he asked me to do the project on my own. Every week, he only asked for new
papers or new progress on my project? I was under a lot o f pressure. It was difficult
for me to make progress every day.
This ambivalence that students experienced is perhaps an indication o f one way in
which they were able to make sense o f the internal conflicts they had between the
expectations from two cultures. On one hand, they found the cultural adjustment difficult
or challenging, and on the other hand, they felt intrigued by the pressure from professors’
expectation o f “new stu ff’. Some students had mixed feelings about their new experiences
being quite different from what they were familiar with and at the same time they found it
stimulating and interesting.
From the interviews, international Chinese students reflected about the enjoyment o f
the “open, free, and relaxed” teaching styles in Canadian universities. They mentioned the
feelings of being encouraged to learn. They could understand that Canadian professors
expected their students to share ownership o f their learning, construct knowledge through
their own experiences and find new ideas and new initiatives. However, in some specific
cases, they had difficulty in figuring out their professors’ expectation. For example,
Leanne explained that:
Once, my professor was dissatisfied with my assignment. He said my work was not
so good. I thought not good meant not too bad. However I did a very bad job.
Canadian professors just did not express themselves in that way Chinese professors
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did. Otherwise I would know and redo it. It counted 10%.
In this case, the Canadian professor used an indirect way to inform Leanne o f his
dissatisfaction by say “not so good” instead o f “bad” because he believed more in
encouragement. Leanne had difficulties in figuring out the social cues and in
understanding her professors properly because in China professors who believed that they
had absolute authority would directly point out students’ mistakes. Chinese students
trusted that their professors know the best and they believed they expected directed
guidance from the professors. Students came to expect that role o f Canadian professors to
be direct and specific.
In another instance, David disclosed his experience:
One o f my professors, lectured to us according to his passion. When he was excited,
he told so much. But he never wrote a single word on the blackboard and he seldom
used textbooks. He did not teach systematically [like their Chinese teachers] at all.
It was very hard. How could he expect us to know and remember what he lectured
in class?
Two points need to be analyzed here. First, this professor used the same lecture
methods in teaching as in China, but not systematically in terms o f providing resource
highlight and structure o f lecture according to the curriculum; second, Martin was
accustomed to using a memorizing way to learn. Thus, although this professor’s teaching
was familiar to Martin, he still did not satisfy M artin’s need for learning. In other words,
this professor’s teaching conflicted with M artin’ expectation. In the next section, I will
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explore the conflicts with peers in group-work.
Group expectation was perhaps the most challenging conflict for the Chinese graduate
students in the study. Several participants in the study noticed the different ways their
Canadian peers participated in class. They found their Canadian peers were more active
participants in their learning and quite skilled in group-work situations because they knew
what to do and how to do it. The international Chinese students believed they had different
beliefs in the role and function o f group-work. They thought it was difficult to change the
imposed educational philosophies and they had different expectations in a group setting
from their Canadian peers. For example, the international Chinese students were familiar
with a teacher/curriculum-centered or test-driven system. Nancy claimed:
In China, you only needed to take notes during the class and review it at home. There
was no assignment, only a final exam, which was easy and the teachers would tell us
the key points before an exam, so we could get at least 80 percent. But here, we were
always asked to write some paper or do a presentation or do a group project, which
never happens in China. We had to do that in English.
The data showed that Chinese students felt greater pressure compared to their
Canadian classmates because they were uncomfortable in a group setting. Unfamiliarity
with language and the environment made Chinese students feel inferior to their Canadian
peers and act passively in group-work because their Canadian peers “dominate” the
discussions. In response to this arrangement, the international Chinese students would
again resort to silence and were regarded by their Canadian peers as not participating
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enough. Therefore, Chinese students expect systematic lecturing teaching style, equal
power in class and discussion with their Canadian peers and no presentation. For example,
Jennifer said, “I do not want to talk in class; I prefer introspection on my own.” Tom
explained this phenomenon as: “Chinese students were accustomed to being assigned
tasks and to work on their own and they indicated they did not want to take any risk in
group setting.” There is a recurring theme o f silence and the avoidance o f risk. Perhaps
passivity and compliance are key underlying factors in this study.
Some participants said they could sense that the rest o f class had very different, even
opposite ideas about learning and education. They thought Chinese students were more
test or grade-focused, while Canadian students focused more on the classroom experience
and interactions. The international Chinese students observed that students in Canada
went to the classroom with questions and problems for discussion; students could even
question the test, and course content, including the classics, and canonical authority. Their
purpose was personal development, deviating from international Chinese students who
tended to seek an attainment o f a degree through high grades. In general, the participants
would never question the course content or the instructor. They also implied that Canadian
education tried to develop individualized programming which provided students with
more freedom in their course selection to cater for students’ needs. The conflicts arose
when two groups with totally different needs and expectations were in the same
classroom.
These different needs and different expectations are also an indication o f different
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learning styles by different groups o f students. The international Chinese students
believed more in reading and memorizing notes, while their Canadian peers spent time on
communicating and interacting. On some occasions, the Chinese students thought that
their Canadian peers played more assertive roles in groups and Canadian students saw the
international Chinese students as passive and withdrawn. This was more pronounced in
group or project-based activities. For example, Cathy, a first year graduate student at
Faculty o f Education, coming from a middle city near X i’an, one o f the capital cities in
ancient China, where people are very feudatorial and traditional, said: “When doing a
project, Canadians tended to risk something new, while I wanted to ensure that I could get
a high score. Thus, disagreement occurred sometimes.” The Chinese students seeing
conformity as the first rule in class hesitated to risk new ideas. They regarded trying
something new as possibility o f low score.
Another area o f conflict occurred during student peer- evaluation from their
classmates in group-work situations. Many participants in the study did not understand
that group work often required volunteer participation and active contribution. They
customarily followed their habits o f passiveness and observation. Kate told a story about
her classmate in the MBA program,
They never assign you any tasks to force you to complete, but your contribution
will be reflected in the final evaluation. One o f m y classmates, he is also a
Chinese, he did little in his group work because no one asked him to do anything
and his Canadian peers volunteered to do a lot. Then he let them do it, to seek
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group harmony. Nobody said anything to him. But he got a very low mark in
peer-evaluation at the end.
In this case, the international Chinese students were expected to make equal
contributions to their group and their Canadian peers thought participation was more
important. The Chinese international student expected someone to assign him tasks and to
tell him what to do and how to contribute because he thought about group interest first. He
did not care so much on his individual performance and would give much space for his
group member as long as the group work went smoothly. Yet his Canadian peers expected
that each group member should contribute to the project and do his own job actively.
Consequently, they saw his silence as unwillingness to participate and gave their
evaluation based on his performance. These different expectations led the Chinese student
to a low evaluation.
In addition, the Chinese students felt very unsafe and uncomfortable because their
Canadian peers were not aware o f “face-saving” and participating as an observer. At the
same time, the Chinese students were often initially unaware o f their Canadian peers’
expectations. In the group-work settings, they often received low peer-evaluation because
o f their perceived low level of participation. Kate also said,
Many students in my program had similar experience. They listened to their peers
first. If they had the same idea or a worse idea, they kept silence and watched.
When they thought their idea was very good, they spoke out. But, how often does a
person have a very good idea?
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They also had different expectations of themselves. Canadian students expected their
voices to be heard no matter if it was similar with or different from others. Comparatively,
Chinese students expected to learn from others without caring their own ideas being heard
or not. They expected to provide valuable opinions, otherwise they would rather sit in
silence. Added to this misunderstanding is the students’ relationship with other members
o f the class: both professors and students.

Conflicts in Relationships with Professors and Canadian Peers
Another finding from the interviews is that international Chinese students at times
experienced conflicts in relationships with their professors, and with relationships
between them and their classmates. Research has shown that peer relations are an
important adjustment issue (Minichiello, 2001). From a socio-cultural perspective,
interaction and communication are the major issues that can affect learning (Hough, 1997).
In general, learning is facilitated when relationships are established between professors
and students and between students and students.
When asked about their general impression o f their relationships with Canadian
professors, many participants responded that they had some difficulties. They looked on
Canadian culture as indifferent compared to Chinese culture that was set up around close
friendship and family. They had difficulties in adjusting to the social distance with their
Canadian peers. They were uncertain o f the kinds o f relationships they should have with
their professors and peers in class.
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In the interviews, participants had very mixed responses to this issue. On one hand, the
students from faculties such as Faculty o f Arts and Social Science believed that their
relationship with professors was quite positive. For example, Jennifer came from
Chongqing, the second biggest city in China. She was the first master student in Faculty of
Education. She grew up in a wealthy family and received very good education. She
graduated from university around 20 and taught ESL in university for almost 20 years
before she came to Canada. She said:
I was amazed when my professor called out my name on the second class. You
know, there were about twenty people in that class. But, I do not know, the
relation with Canadian professors is different from the relation with professors in
China.
These participants found their professors to be relaxed, open-minded and helpful.
Professors chose their teaching methods carefully, discussed the procedures and
negotiated the topics with students instead o f being authoritative. They thought professors
were facilitative, sharing ideas and empowering students. Professors were also thought to
be considerate because they displayed interest in students. These participants felt
professors made an effort to get to know individual students and to call on them by names
no matter how many students were in the class. The international Chinese students felt
that their feelings were given sufficient attention and respected in these classes. Jen was a
second year master student in Faculty o f Education. After one year teaching in a
University in Liaoning Province in China, she came to Canada for her m aster’s degree.
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She talked similarly:
I could not believe it when a professor greeted me in the lobby. At first, I was
embarrassed because I did not greet him first. Those professors were so good.
They were not like some professors in China. But our relationship was only
confined within school.
Leanne proposed another conflict in relationships with professors:
Most o f professors I met were very good. They used various ways to teach and
to communicate with students. Their classes were relaxed and enjoyable. There
was one problem: At first, some professors were very warm-hearted and nice
when I did not think we had a good relationship. However, when things went on,
I believed to have a good relationship with professors, but they seemed not so
close to me. Maybe their ideas about relationship with students were different.
In m y analysis on these two quotes, the international Chinese students had difficulties
in dealing with relations with their professors because they did not share the same social
cues. From the perspective o f those participants, first, Canadian professors was very
friendly and they greeted students in the lobby; second, Canadian professors tended to
draw a clear line between relations in their job and relations in personal life so that Jen felt
the relation was confined. Chinese students were more likely to combine job and personal
relation together. When the international Chinese students misunderstood their professors’
friendliness as close relationship, conflicts occurred in their communication. For example,
when Canadian professors warmly helped Chinese students in their study, Chinese student

R eproduced with perm ission of the copyright owner. Further reproduction prohibited without permission.

71

felt intimate and they turned to those professors when they had problems in their lives
beyond study. Sometimes, Canadian professors believed the problems were so personal
that they did not want to be involved. And Canadian professors’ different behavior could
confuse Chinese students in their communication.
On the other hand, the students indicated that in other departments (e.g., departments
within the Faculty o f Science), professors used different teaching approaches and their
experiences with professors were different. Some o f the professors were not as
approachable as professors in the Social Science Departments. They seldom shared power
with their students and used mainly teacher-centered methods. Sam said:
Professors in our department used the blackboard a lot. They spent most o f the
time standing in front o f the blackboard and lecturing. I cannot see any difference
from the approach used in China. Maybe it was because o f the content and major.
But it was really boring. I thought they were not easy to deal with. However,
sometimes they were very kind and willing to help.
It would seem that teaching styles in this department were more content-specific, and
that student’s relationship with professors resembled the relationship they had with
Chinese professors. For these students it was hard to start a good relationship with
professors because it was “hard to deal with” the distance, however, when students broke
the ice they could have good relations because the professors were “very kind”. The core
science departments and faculties were more traditional representing what these students
were used to, and the liberal arts and humanities faculty were more progressive in their
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teaching approaches.
Another issue that participants identified was the cultural backgrounds o f instructors
o f these programs. Participants speculated that a number o f the instructors in the science
department for example, were from non-white backgrounds. They were convinced that
these professors had received their qualifications outside o f North America and were
therefore more likely to teach using a tradition lecture style. For these students, although
the teaching styles were familiar in this department, the peer-interaction and peer relations
were still problematic to them.
The data showed that Chinese students had difficulty in communicating with their
Canadian peers too. Twelve out o f fifteen students in the study mentioned that it was
difficult to establish a close cross-cultural friendship with most Canadian peers. For
instance, Helen said, “There was always a clear division between each other. This cultural
difference impeded the establishment o f close friendship and communication between
Canadians and us.”
Cathy also said that:
Less chance to communicate with Canadian peers. This experience was helpful,
but it was limited, and only confined with certain learning tasks. They were very
sensitive o f their privacy; I did not know what I should share with them and
what I should not ask. I did not want to offend them with my friendly intention
o f making good friends.
Cathy believed that it was difficulty to build a close relationship with her Canadian
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peers because the communication was limited, confined and superficial. She implied that
she did not have a topic with Canadian peers because of their privacy. Other participants
like Edward, found their relationship with Canadian peers to be quite “superficial”. Some
even experienced embarrassment. Michael recalled his communication with his
classmate:
I was so embarrassed, but I did not know what to do. Once, one o f my Canadian
classmates asked me: Was it because Chinese people did not have enough meat
that they eat chicken feet and head? I had a hard time to explain that people in
China eat it only because it is delicacy and chicken feet are also served in big
formal banquet.
To some degree, his classmate’s words could be understood as racist remarks because
these remarks had strong bias and stereotypes on China and Chinese people. It showed us
how little this student knew about China. This is also a reason why communication is so
difficult. Jennifer also had a similar experience, when she was regarded to be connected
with ancient, mysterious, and somewhat stereotyped culture or traditions by non-Chinese.
She said:
Last time, I was in the library searching for some books. You know I was clumsy
at computers. There were several people opposite staring at me with strange
looks and laughed. When I looked at them, they left. I knew they were laughing
at me. I was annoyed.
This was not very common, but once is far more enough to alienate Chinese students
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from their Canadian peers. In contrast, it was interesting to note from the data that it was
easier for some Chinese students to make friends with new immigrants from other ethnic
minorities. Four out o f fifteen participants admitted that they had established relationships
with other non-white, or non-native English language students. David and Tom had made
friends with some Lebanese students; Michael indicated that he had a good friend from
Iran, and Nancy said she had befriended a Korean student at the university.
International Chinese students believed their non-native English language speaking
friends were in similar situations as they were and that they had a lot o f similar
experiences o f adjustment and language competency. The international Chinese students
did not fear talking with them because they felt that their English language level was the
same and they were all from different cultures other than mainstream Canadian culture.
Although most native-English-speaking Canadian classmates were friendly and
helpful, they perceived that their limited competence to communicate with a native
speaker o f English set a barrier for them. The failure to make friends with Canadian peers
contributed to international Chinese students’ difficulty in adjusting.
In sum, many international Chinese students experienced various aspects o f cultural
conflict on Canadian campuses. They experienced conflicts in the classroom, with social
values; they had difficulty in communicating with their professors and Canadian peers;
they could not figure out the expectations o f their professors and Canadian peers; and they
were unsure about their relationships with their professors and Canadian peers. All these
cultural issues function in significant ways in international Chinese students’ adjustment.

R eproduced with perm ission of the copyright owner. Further reproduction prohibited without permission.

75

In the following section, I will discuss some o f the influence and consequences o f these
cultural conflicts on international Chinese students.

Impacts of Cultural Conflicts on Chinese Students
According to the participants, cultural conflicts resulted in tension, pressure, anxiety,
embarrassment, and frustration and it had a significant influence on their university study
in Canada. Nine participants confessed that they were influenced by Confucianism and
they admitted that belongingness played a vital role in their lives. They lost their
belongingness, had difficulties in their adjustment and also in finding a new cultural
identity in Canada. They were afraid o f not being accepted and they anxiously wanted to
be part o f the community or to be accepted by others. As a result, they had strong feelings
o f insecurity and uncertainty. Most o f them thought cultural conflict had a negative social
influence on them as the next section illustrates.

Negative Impacts
From the data, most cultural conflicts were troublesome and impacted negatively on
international Chinese students. These conflicts delayed the international Chinese students’
adaptation to the target Canadian culture, and may have affected their academic
development. For example, Kate said: “I am afraid o f doing presentations in class,
because sometimes professors could not understand me.” Eleven out o f fifteen
participants said they could clearly see that cultural conflicts influenced their study and
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lives. They perceived language incompetence, cultural incongruence, unfamiliarity with
the Canadian educational system, mismatch with educational expectation and loose
connection with professors and peers as cultural conflicts.
Kate also said: “I did not know how I went through the first two months. It was
terrible. I knew nothing. And I made a million mistakes. M y behavior clashed with all
rules and norms. I just felt I did not belong here.” The mismatch between her practice and
the environment made her uncomfortable. It was like she went to a wrong place at a wrong
time. Kate felt a lack o f harmony or dissatisfaction with their Canadian professors and
peers. She was frightened by her mistakes and lost her position by saying, “not belong
here”. Sam said, “It is stressful. Sometime I become not confident at all.” Apparently, Sam
was under great pressure and lost his confidence.
Overall, the interviews showed that it took the Chinese students a long time to adjust
and to negotiate these conflicts before they could concentrate on their study. The cultural
conflicts made Chinese students doubt themselves and get confused with their identity.
However, a coin has two sides and cultural conflicts have some good influences as well.

Positive Impacts
The interviews also demonstrated that cultural conflicts had some advantages as it
facilitated Chinese students’ learning o f the new culture and improving their academic
achievements. This occurred on some occasions when students were able to negotiate the
tensions and conflicts. Tom said,
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I learned a lot in the tutorial. Some questions they (Canadian students) asked were
so weird. They expressed their thoughts so differently. Their ideas were really
conflicting with mine. Some time, I was really inspired by their ideas.
In this case, Cultural conflicts made the international Chinese students more aware of
their behavior and their thinking through comparison and contrast with the Canadian
culture. It helped international Chinese students think though problems thoroughly,
objectively looking at things from a different angle and it brought some positive pressure
for the Chinese students to shift their thinking. Culture conflicts not only stimulated and
pushed Chinese students to find other ways o f being as students, but also inspired them in
their academic projects.
For example, Cultural conflicts impacted positively on the international Chinese
students as it challenged their thinking. As Jack pointed out:
The pressure made me work harder. To catch up with m y classmates and to make
me capable to communicate with professors smoothly, I spent a lot more time and
energy. It paid back. I made progress and I am more confident now.
Jack’s communicative skills were often improved through presentation and tutorials.
Jack benefited from his diligence that is a great virtue in Chinese culture. In this case, Jack
developed his strength and got satisfaction from his hard work spurred by the willingness
o f overcoming cultural conflicts. Influenced by core tenets o f Confucianism— obedience,
Chinese students tend to be passive in learning. The cultural conflicts motivated some of
them in their learning. Cathy said that she appreciated improvement through effort, which
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made her think a lot about both educational philosophies and teaching strategies. Cultural
conflicts put pressure on the international Chinese students and they felt that at times, the
pressures functioned positively on them. These pressures can spur international Chinese
students to adapt and adjust and it facilitated their acculturation. For instance, they could
become more aware o f social cues and expressions in classroom, and they could practice
cultural norms in discussion and presentation when they are sure o f the correctness to
prove their adaptations.

Adaptations and Adjustments to Cultural Conflicts
Most participants in the study confessed that acculturation was a long process of
negotiating between two cultures and it took much effort. According to the interviews
with all participants, the international Chinese students were not engaging in the process
o f adaptation fully. Some were not dedicated to acquisition o f the target culture actively;
instead, they used a passive way or waited to be assimilated by the target culture, which
lengthened the period o f acculturation when they did not learn on purpose and attempt to
be accustomed to the new culture slowly. Confronted with cultural conflicts, most Chinese
students chose to tolerate them passively when they could not adapt to them. For example,
Edward chose to ignore the part he could not understand in the lecture if he believed that
part would not be in the exam, and David chose to pretend understanding in
communication with his Canadian peers in a lot o f cases.
Flowever, studying at the University o f Windsor for at least six months, these
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participants have built their own ways o f adaptation and adjustment, and their ways of
seeking for help.

Useful Strategies fo r Adaptation
Nine out o f fifteen participants disclosed that they usually asked for help only from
their Chinese peers or friends when they had problems with adaptation and adjustment.
Leanne explained:
I never asked Canadians for help. I would first ask for help from my Chinese
friends or my relatives. I would rather call my mother in China by phone instead
o f asking my Canadian peers even though she know only a little about Canada.
From this quotes, we could see two opposite attitudes o f Leanne. First, she hesitated to
ask for help from her Canadian peers. The other, she was willing to ask for help from
Chinese group. She felt safer to expose her problem to people who were familiar to and
had a close relationship with her because it was hard to separate official relations from
interpersonal relation in Chinese culture although, they felt that their friends were
sometimes in the same situation and could not provide the effective help they desired. But,
they still thought it was helpful to share the problems with others who might understand
best. For example, Jennifer said that she turned for help to her fellow Chinese friends who
were in the same program with her although she admitted that it would be more effective
and efficient to ask for help from professors or Canadian peers when they needed help
with schoolwork.
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Some participants believed that diligence could make up for the shortcomings of
language skills. They spent much more time and worked harder to compensate for their
perceived shortcomings. Jack mentioned that he spent three hours practicing English
everyday in addition to normal study like his classmates. Jack told this story:
I could not speak fluent English, I could not understand professors’ lectures
completely, and I cannot present m yself thoroughly. What can I do? I can only
spend more time on paper work and exams. I read more books, though I read
more slowly than others. I revised my paper more times; I rehearsed several
times before my presentation. It was hard, but it was worthwhile. My grades
were quite good.
Jack exercised a typical Chinese way—to internalize the problem. He tried to find
problems from within himself and to solve the problem by himself. He believed strongly
that the Chinese cultural virtue— diligence could help him out finally. A few participants
made use o f their professors too, especially when the professor was Chinese. These
trusted professors were perceived to be the most valuable resource to help the
international Chinese students in the university. Tom stated:
My trick o f adaptation is that I needed to keep in touch with them for the result
o f any research. Otherwise I would do worthless work, even fall into a dead
end. I was not keen about meeting with my professor. But gradually, I found
that my Canadian peers also meet with their professors. Then I started to meet
with my professor. It was very useful. I was lucky that m y professor was a
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Chinese from Hong Kong. By this way, you know what professors want you to
do and how they want you to do it.
I analyzed the quote from two aspects. On one hand, seeking help from professors is
one o f the most efficient ways to achieve educational goals. Tom supported this idea by
indicating he got what he needed. On the other hand, he only sought help from a Chinese
professor. I doubt that he would have looked for help if the professor were not a Chinese.
He confined him self to the Chinese group.
Sam also suggested that the Chinese students should attend more activities on campus
and seek out more experiences with the local community. Sam said:
By involving themselves in the campus social life, Chinese students could
leam a lot from the university as well as Canadian society. By this way, they
could make new friends, overcome loneliness and fear toward the new
environment. I went to an orientation and I learned about a lot o f helpful
resources on campus from it, like the computer center. I learned how to use
some software there.
By this, Sam believed the connection with the target culture was very important for
adaptation and the communication with classmates and peers was fairly important too.
This was especially important with Canadian peers because they could advise students
about the unfamiliar aspects o f the culture or help them acquire more knowledge o f the
Canadian culture and perspective and educational values to their instmctors and peers.
While participants encountered many cultural conflicts, they all had their own ways to
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cope with all the difficulties and develop ways to catch up with their classmates. Some
used strategies and others were skillful at getting support from other sources.

Support from the University
A s mentioned before, the international Chinese students need support from the
university and the university also has a responsibility to make sure that various cultures
are accommodated. The teaching styles, classroom environment, interpersonal
relationships, activities, curriculum, etc., should be inclusive and responsive to all
cultures.
Jen mentioned the support she got from her professor:
M y professor was so considerate. I was so lucky to meet her. She was more
familiar with Chinese students (in our department) and paid more attention to
Chinese students’ language level and different culture background. She paid
enough attention to our original thinking habit, which is quite different from that in
Canada. I feel very comfortable in her class.
Professors’ concerns about students’ feelings and needs facilitated Chinese students’
adjustment greatly. They believed that professors’ high expectation and strong empathy
undoubtedly were a significant factor in encouraging and facilitating their learning.
International Chinese students identified lack o f belonging and familiarity with the new
social environment as major problems for them. They have come from a close-knit culture
in which friendship and family ties play significant roles. The analysis o f the interviews
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implied that building close connections with the host Canadian society would also be a
useful support to those students far from their home country. Therefore, professors with
more awareness of other cultures are a significant source o f support. For Chinese students
who regard teachers as authorities and models, it can be very encouraging and stimulating
for them to know that professors understand their culture and pay special attention to them.
It is reassuring to Chinese students when the Canadian professors are interested and
supportive o f their efforts. They also suggest that professors could teach them about
Canadian culture in the course context to help them to adjust. Professors could prevent
cultural conflicts on a large scale if they were sensitive about and aware of the impact o f
Chinese students’ cultural background on their experience in Canadian universities.
M any participants also expressed a strong desire for a strong friendship with their
Canadian peers. It would be helpful to create cross-cultural training program or
partnership programs offering the Chinese students more chances to make friends with
Canadian people and to know Canadian culture.
In summary, most international Chinese students experienced cultural conflicts in
creating a new cultural identity in the process o f negotiating and practicing cultural
behaviors and cultural beliefs. These cultural conflicts influenced their adaptation and
adjustment to Canadian culture and their academic development both positively and
negatively. The data implied that international Chinese students developed certain
strategies in coping with cultural conflicts. The data also suggested that more
accommodation and assistance were still necessary to cater to international Chinese
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students.
I would like to argue that learning is actualized by communication and interaction with
instructors and students. Chinese students need support to practice communication and
interaction in order to leam and survive, since they are from a culture that prefers low risk
to try new things. They need a comprehensive understanding o f the environment and
norms. From the data, participants only had very limited communication with professors
and their Canadian peers. An important reason that interviewees felt alienated by
Canadian classes might be their own “face-saving strategy”. Chinese international student
did not want to be looked down upon or to be perceived as incompetent; therefore, they
would rather keep their problems internalized than to ask for help from their professors
and Canadian peers. That to these students would mean losing face in their class. The
challenge for educators would be to encourage risk taking without losing face.
This cultural gap between international Chinese students and their Canadian peers
should be o f particular interest to university personnel. As mentioned in the introduction
chapter, since the university is actively increasing the number o f international students,
the institution should ensure that there are no social or academic barriers. The institution
needs to do more to help student or to accommodate their needs.
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CHAPTER V
DISCUSSION AND IMPLICATIONS

Discussion
Cultural conflicts were originally identified as a social problem among new
immigrants. There are numerous examples o f cultural conflicts between students and their
classroom environment. In 1994, Roof and M anning studied second-generation Hispanic
Catholics in the United State and found these kids had difficulties in adaptation to the new
culture. Chan and Leong (1994) did a similar research and discovered that new Chinese
American families experienced cultural conflicts in the process o f adjustments.
With the globalization and development o f international education, cultural conflicts
are increasingly debated in educational areas. Sanders (1987) found cultural conflicts
caused academic failure o f Native American students. Li (1998) proved that the Chinese
students had similar cultural conflicts in the process o f acculturation with other Asian
American. Li (2001) and Minichiello (2001) articulated that the cultural conflicts
negatively influenced academic achievements o f international Chinese students in
Canadian high school.
Some educators furthered this study and explored the cultural issues at the university
level. For example, Eistenchals and Trevaskes (2004) conducted research in an Austrian
university exploring acculturation o f international Chinese students; Durkin (2004) did
her dissertation on challenges that Chinese students faced in adapting to academic
expectations and Teaching/learning styles o f U.K. masters courses. Dawson and Lord
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(2002) explored the induction needs o f international students at postgraduate level.
Most studies mentioned above provided evidence o f existence o f cultural conflicts and
important insight into understanding and solving cultural conflicts. However, there is not
much research particularly exploring cultural conflicts experienced by the Chinese
graduate students in Canadian universities. This study explored the cultural conflicts
international Chinese students encountered at the University o f Windsor. The academic
and social influences o f cultural conflicts as experienced by international Chinese students
were also investigated.
I obtained findings similar to Li (1998), that the international Chinese students
encountered cultural conflicts, cultural discontinuities, and cultural mismatches in
language, communication, and building relationships. I found the international Chinese
students experienced conflicts in their educational beliefs, which were also reported by
Lord and Dawson (2002) as difficulties in adaptation to different teaching approaches. In
conflicts of different cultural expectations, the data showed that international Chinese
students hesitated to challenge authorities, did not asked question and tried to solve
problems by themselves. Durkin obtained similar findings as Chinese educational
tradition of not asking questions in class and self-criticism. She also identified Chinese
students’ difficulties in writing and cultural inappropriacy o f challenging scholarship in
her paper, which was also found in my student study as linguistic conflicts.
There is also research proving that these cultural conflicts affect students’ learning as
well as instructors’ teaching (Rao, 2002). In this study, I explored how cultural conflicts
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caused by lack o f cultural knowledge and misunderstanding during cross-cultural
communications brought international Chinese students difficulties in positioning
themselves and behaving properly in a new culture. This adjustment can be a challenge for
the learners’ sense o f self, their cultural identity, and their worldview. Socio-cultural
theory regarding learning as a process o f interaction between instructors and students,
instead o f input and output (Lantolf, 1994) reasoned this phenomena perfectly that
Chinese students became confused in their identity during the communication and
interaction in their classroom. Learning and understanding how and when to act were
important to their success at dealing with the cultural conflicts they encountered. While
the students were learning about course content, they were also learning about themselves
and about Canadian society.
The data showed that the international Chinese students experienced some changes in
self-concept, attitude, and behavior and these changes could bring positive impact on
them. As explained by some researchers that exposures to a new learning environment
resulted in greater openness towards individuals o f other cultures and an increased desire
to interact with them (Jurasek, 1995; Paige, 2003; Roberts, 2001; Robinson-Stuart &
Nocon, 1996). The communication and interaction caused internal changes such as
self-awareness. This increased increasing self-awareness, with the accompanying changes
in attitude and behavior towards others, is perhaps the most compelling reason for culture
learning (Bateman, 2002, p.3). Moreover, increasing understanding changes their
behavior and attitude towards the other culture, building a bridge o f communication and
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interaction across the two cultures that result in a greater desire for culture acquisition.
This study also suggested that the cultural conflict imposed negative influences on the
Chinese students. Miscommunication and problems in interaction compounded their
cultural competence and language barriers encumbered their communication and
interaction in class as well as outside the classroom. Difficulties caused by this cultural
conflicts brought them tension, doubt and frustration. But they lived through those
cultural conflicts by learning. This provided the evidence to Brown’ (2000) acculturation
theory— acculturation took place in the recovery after cultural shock.
It was discovered that international Chinese students perceived that cultural conflicts
were manifested mainly through the different behaviors, philosophies and expectations o f
their professors and Canadian peers. The international Chinese students believed that
communications with professors and their Canadian peers could play a vital role in their
adaptation. They were desirous for this kind o f interaction.
Brady and Shinohara (2000) noted that
The primary focus o f additional language study in non-English as a second
language environment should be the construction o f a pedagogy and overall
learning environment where classroom tasks and activities take account o f the
primacy o f inter-personal and cross-cultural communication that can be extended
outside the classroom, (p. 305)
This statement speaks to the role o f the institution. Universities’ primary
responsibility should be effective in cross-cultural communication and interaction.
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Another finding is that the Chinese students teamed up with each other to share the
problems and difficulties and were reluctant to team up with Canadian peers to share
cultural experiences and perspectives. Flowerdew (1998) also suggested that using group
work with only the Chinese learners was a suitable strategy for avoiding severe cultural
conflicts. The idea o f using support groups also emerged from the data. It would be more
efficient and effective if Universities could provide international students with some
official multi-cultural learning programs.
According to this study, most Chinese students believed that professors played a
significant role in their academic success and acculturation because they hold the view
that the teacher is the controller o f collaborative learning strategies and is responsible for
creating a non-stressful learning environment for students in order to maximize learning
opportunities. A number o f positive comments in the study imply the significance of
raising awareness o f the cultural conflicts with professors and students as well.
I have argued that it is the university’s obligation to provide an equitable education
for all students. Levine-Rasky (2001) suggested that universities should identify more
multicultural educators and Li (1998) recommended that a pedagogic fit in an intercultural
setting could be a solution to solve cultural conflicts between students’ and professors’
cultural values and beliefs. A pedagogic fit should include cultural matches between
students and the universities in class, curriculum, instructor-student relationship, etc.
On the other hand, I also argue that the international Chinese students need to be
encouraged to take more ownership o f their own cultural adjustment and adaptation. “In
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order to leam, a person must be active, and the activity must be partly familiar and partly
new, so that attention can be focused on useful changes and knowledge can be increased”
(Van, 1996, p. 171).

Implications
This study aimed to explore the cultural conflicts experienced by international
Chinese students studying in a Canadian university and their adaptation and adjustment. I
found that the international Chinese students were confronted confronting with cultural
conflicts in various aspects of their life as students; that and their adaptation was slow and
not always efficient.
The central themes emerging from data were the ways they perceived and understood
cultural conflicts, and the strategies they used for adaptation and adjustment. Firmly
rooted in Confucian tenets, international Chinese students understood and perceived
cultural conflicts in a Chinese traditional way, mainly through comparing and contrasting
the differences between the behavior, beliefs and expectations o f professors and their own,
and differences between instructional approaches. Using a traditional approach,
international Chinese students tried more to solve the problem from inside their own
culture, which sometimes caused confusion and alienation; they missed the opportunity to
negotiate the two cultures. Another strategy they used to deal with cultural conflicts was
that they grouped together, shared their experience and helped each other. "Shared
experience of cultural conflicts may lead to insight o f the problem and support among
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group members” (Li, 1998, p. 10). However, grouping does not help in positioning
themselves in the new culture. Sometimes, grouping is problematic and makes the
situation harder to create a new cultural identity.
Brady and Shinohara (1999) explained trans-culturation as a bridging process that
critically involved negotiation o f learning outcomes, and the adaptation and integration o f
socio-cultural identity. The goal o f trans-culturation was individuation, which referred to
the competence o f learners (i.e., students and teachers) to realize their learning by
themselves, and related their subjectivity and deep-rooted outlook with exposure and
response to others’ needs and a more objective reality.
Hence, Chinese students should be active in becoming involved themselves in their
classes and social lives: interacting and communicating within and between the two
cultures. It might be helpful to team up with their Canadian peers and communicate with
professors to adapt to the new environment and negotiate the target culture instead of
grouping only with their Chinese peers. In addition, they need to become aware o f their
“face-saving” strategies and ways o f balancing that with risk-taking.
The study suggested that instructors played an essential role in helping international
Chinese students’ adjustment and it was apparent that the international Chinese students
need instructors’ support. However, professors were not always aware o f the international
Chinese students’ needs because o f lack o f knowledge o f other cultures. Therefore,
professors need to have some knowledge o f students’ cultural backgrounds to actualize
cross-cultural interactions (Weinstein, Tomlinson-Clarke, Curran, 2004).
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Educators have the responsibility to help students deal with the problems caused by
cultural conflicts. The following suggestions might be helpful and beneficial for Canadian
instructors teaching in multicultural settings.
Firstly, professors need to raise their own cultural awareness and understand Chinese
culture (including value and belief system) and Chinese students (including their learning
styles and expectations). This way, instructors could realize the differences and
similarities between the two cultures. Weinstein, Tomlinson-Clarke and Curran (2004)
similarly claimed, “recognition o f one’s own ethnocentrism; knowledge of students’
cultural backgrounds; understanding o f the broader social economic and political context;
ability and willingness to use culturally appropriate management strategies; commitment
to building caring classrooms” (p.25).
Secondly, the findings implied that professors also needed to also respect and
accommodate the cultural differences. Professors could create a multicultural pedagogy to
develop learners’ awareness o f the differences between English language and culture and
Chinese language and culture. They teach students to respect and appreciate other cultures,
and to support a more inclusive learning environment. Stevick (1976) suggested that the
techniques promoting cultural understanding should be used by teachers to secure the
students who are most likely to be alienated. Understanding another culture helps one
appreciate one’s own culture better. Teachers could encourage Chinese students to form
groups with Canadian students to investigate, using hands-on experience, the differences
between Canadian cultures and their own. Some students claimed that they benefited from
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working with Canadian peers and gained some useful insight into another culture (Liu,
1998).
Thirdly, this study also suggested creating a cultural space. An intercultural space
makes it possible for us to reconcile unity and diversity (Lo, Joseph, Liddicoat, Crozet,
1999). Teachers should adapt their teaching styles to suit students’ learning styles,
especially at the very beginning. They should create a cushion period for students. In this
period, teachers should not try to go beyond the comfort zone o f uncertainty avoidance;
this will facilitate students’ adaptation and adjustment.
In general, the findings recommended professors to use techniques fostering guided
style-stretching and encouraging Chinese students’ active engagement in adaptation and
adjustment. This study also calls for further exploration o f ideas o f balancing risk taking
and saving face.
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Interviews will be conducted by researcher in Mandarin to ensure that participants
are able to express their ideas fully and clearly. All the interviews will be audiotaped
and transcribed. The transcripts of the interviews will be given to the interviewees
for verification later. Email correspondence will be securely stored in hard copy
only.
•

POTENTIAL RISKS AND DISCOMFORTS
There are no known risks involved with this study.

• POTENTIAL BENEFITS TO SUBJECTS AND/OR TO SOCIETY
Participants could get to know the problems that causes their tension and uncomfortable.
They could learn through this study how to adjust themselves and get over the difficulties
to make their academic life an enjoyable and productive thing.
University could better serve their students, improve students' academic achievements and
facilitate the practice o f multiculturism to make university a harmonious place for study to
live and study.
•

PAYMENT FOR PARTICIPATION

Participants will not be paid for attending this project. Knowledge and experience is
the only compensation for your involvement.
•

CONFIDENTIALITY

Any information that is obtained in connection with this study and that can be identified
with you will remain confidential and will be disclosed only with your permission. All
interview transcripts will be given to the interviewees for verification. Data collected
will be held for a maximum of two years and tape records will be stored in a secure
location.

•

PARTICIPATION AND WITHDRAWAL

You can choose whether to be in this study or not. If you volunteer to be in this study,
you may withdraw at any time without consequences o f any kind. You may also refuse
to answer any questions you don’t want to answer and still remain in the study. The
investigator may withdraw you from this research if circumstances arise which warrant
doing so.
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•

FEEDBACK OF THE RESULTS OF THIS STUDY TO THE SUBJECTS

The result of the study will be presented to all the participants after accomplishment
of the study. And a copy of study is available upon the request.

•

RIGHTS OF RESEARCH SUBJECTS

You may withdraw your consent at any time and discontinue participation without penalty.
This study has been reviewed and received ethics clearance through the University o f
Windsor Research Ethics Board. If you have questions regarding your rights as a research
subject, contact:
Research Ethics Coordinator
University o f Windsor
Windsor, Ontario
N9B 3P4

•

Telephone: 519-253-3000, ext. 3916
E-mail: lbunn@uwindsor.ca

SIGNATURE OF RESEARCH SUBJECT/LEGAL REPRESENTATIVE

I understand the information provided for the study A Critical Examination of Cultural
Conflicts Experienced by Chinese International Students at University of Windsor”
as described herein. M y questions have been answered to my satisfaction, and I agree to
participate in this study. I have been given a copy o f this form.

Name o f Subject

Signature o f Subject

•

Date

SIGNATURE OF INVESTIGATOR

These are the terms under which I will conduct research.

Signature o f Investigator

Date
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are able to express their ideas fully and clearly. All the interviews will be audiotaped
and transcribed. The transcripts of the interviews will be given to the interviewees
for verification later. Email correspondence will be securely stored in hard copy
only.
• POTENTIAL RISKS AND DISCOMFORTS
There are no known risks involved with this study.
•

POTENTIAL BENEFITS TO SUBJECTS AND/OR TO SOCIETY

Participants could get to know the problems that causes their tension and uncomfortable.
They could learn through this study how to adjust themselves and get over the difficulties
to make their academic life an enjoyable and productive thing.
University could better serve their students, improve students' academic achievements and
facilitate the practice o f multiculturism to make university a harmonious place for study to
live and study.

•

PAYMENT FOR PARTICIPATION

Participants will not be paid for attending this project. Knowledge and experience is
the only compensation for your involvement.

•

CONFIDENTIALITY

Any information that is obtained in connection with this study and that can be identified
with you will remain confidential and will be disclosed only with your permission. All
interview transcripts will be given to the interviewees for verification. Data collected
will be held for a maximum of two years and tape records will be stored in a secure
location.

•

PARTICIPATION AND WITHDRAWAL

You can choose whether to be in this study or not. If you volunteer to be in this study,
you may withdraw at any time without consequences o f any kind. You may also refuse
to answer any questions you don’t want to answer and still remain in the study. The
investigator may withdraw you from this research if circumstances arise which warrant
doing so.
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•

FEEDBACK OF THE RESULTS OF THIS STUDY TO THE SUBJECTS

The result of the study will be presented to all the participants after accomplishment
of the study. And a copy of study is available upon the request.
•

RIGHTS OF RESEARCH SUBJECTS

You may withdraw your consent at any time and discontinue participation without penalty.
This study has been reviewed and received ethics clearance through the University o f
Windsor Research Ethics Board. If you have questions regarding your rights as a research
subject, contact:
Research Ethics Coordinator
University o f Windsor
Windsor, Ontario
N9B 3P4

•

Telephone: 519-253-3000, ext. 3916
E-mail: lbunn@uwindsor.ca

SIGNATURE OF INVESTIGATOR

I understand the information provided for the study A Critical Examination of Cultural
Conflicts Experienced by Chinese International Students at University of Windsor
as described herein. My questions have been answered to my satisfaction, and I agree to
participate in this study. I have been given a copy o f this form.

Signature o f Investigator

Date
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APPENDIX C
CONSENT FOR AUDIO/VIDEO TAPING

Research Participant Name:
Title o f the Project: A Critical Examination of Cultural Conflicts Experienced by
Chinese International Students at University of Windsor

I consent to the audio/video-taping o f interviews, procedures, or treatment.
I understand these are voluntary procedures and that I am free to withdraw at any time by
requesting that either the taping be stopped or the viewing be discontinued. I also
understand that my name will not be revealed to anyone and that taping and viewing will
be kept confidential. Tapes are filed by number only and store in a locked cabinet.
I understand that confidentiality will be respected and the viewing o f materials will be for
professional use only.

(Research Participant)

(Date)
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